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PREFACE 

The story of Ruth can be read with delight and edification by anyone. No 
part of this volume should be permitted to get in the way of that. On the 
other hand, there is a lot of very pertinent information about the story to 
be found even in the most technical of the explorations carried out in the 
NoTEs in this volume. I have tried to avoid jargon and to speak plainly. 
I invite the reader to try it all, but never to get bogged down so as to miss 
enjoying the story. Since many of the things I have learned have come 
from observations by people with no greater credential than that they have 
their heads screwed on right, I hope the reader will find things here to turn 
his mind and heart loose to discover new things in the story. 

When a book has been eight years in the making, there are too many 
colleagues, typists, students, teachers, and friends to thank. Besides, I 
have no intention of giving such people the usual exoneration from re
sponsibility for errors which remain. They should have corrected me! And 
sometimes they are even responsible for ideas which may tum out in the 
long run to be wrong. Anyway, to such fellow explorers, my thanks. 

Five I will name. Every writer should have editors like series editor D. 
Noel Freedman and Doubleday editor Susan Seuling. They know what to 
ask and how to persuade. Special thanks go to Francis I. Andersen for 
many ideas and aids. The same go to Robert G. Boling, colleague, gentle
man, friend. And finally, never enough gratitude to one of the audience
to-be who found himself being asked to read things as I finished them and 
then told me whether they mattered, my father, E. Fay Campbell. 
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XVII 

TRANSCRIPTION EQUIV ALEN TS IN THE NOTES 

The following signs indicate Hebrew letters about which confusion in 
sound value might exist; the remaining Hebrew letters have natural Eng
lish equivalents. 

'-aleph k-kaph 
'-ayin q-qoph 
h-he s-samekh 
l;t-heth ~-tsade 

f-teth §-sin 
t-taw s-shin 

No attempt has been made to indicate spirantization of the Hebrew 
sounds b, g, d, k, p, and t. 

The names in Ruth are given their familiar English spellings, except 
that Kilyon is used for Chilion and Elimelek is used for Elimelech, thus 
avoiding any use of ch and c as transcription equivalents. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

amphictyony, the term for Israel as the tribal league characteristic of the 
period of the "judges,'' from about 1225 to about 1000 B.C.E.; adj. 
amphictyonic. 

assonance, similarity of sound, especially between words in a group. 
chiasm, a stylistic technique in which the order of a pair of words or 

phrases is reversed on the second of two occurrences; in Ruth, fre
quently used as a special kind of inclusio. 

dittography, the accidental repetition by a scribe, as he copies a manu
script, of a letter, word, or section of material. 

enclitic mem, the retention of the Hebrew letter mem, equivalent to Eng
lish m, at the end of a Hebrew word, the relic of an ending which 
had a significance the nature of which we can no longer be sure. 

haplography, the accidental omission by a scribe, as he copies a manu
script, of a letter, word, or section of material. 

hexaplaric, pertaining to the recension produced by Origen in the fifth 
column of his six-column presentation of the Hebrew and Greek texts 
of the Bible referred to as the Hexapla, in which he sought to conform 
the Septuagint tradition to the normative, "proto-Masoretic,'' Hebrew 
text. 

Hiphil, one of the conjugations of the Hebrew verbal system, which im
parts a causative meaning to the basic (Qal) meaning of the root. 

Hithpael, one of the conjugations of the Hebrew verbal system, which im
parts a reflexive meaning to the Qal, Piel, and/or Hiphil meanings. 

Hophal, one of the conjugations of the Hebrew verbal system, serving as 
the passive of the Hiphil. 

inclusio, a stylistic technique in which an author returns to a word, 
phrase, or motif he has already used in order to bracket what lies be
tween the two uses and round it off. 

jussive, a nuance of the Hebrew imperfect verb, often shown by a special 
form, which expresses an indirect imperative, "Let him do X." 

levirate, levirate marriage, the ancient custom in which a brother-in-law 
(Latin, levir) takes the widow of his childless brother in order to pro
duce an heir to his deceased brother. 

minuscule, either as adjective or noun, pertaining to medieval manu
scripts copied in cursive script derivative from earlier uncial scripts; 
see uncial. 
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Niphal, one of the conjugations of the Hebrew verbal system, usually ex
pressing the passive or reflexive of the Qal, but frequently also with a 
nuance suggesting the result of an action. 

onomasticon, the pool of proper names characteristic of an ethnic and/or 
linguistic group. 

phratry, an anthropological term designating a kinship group larger than a 
family, smaller than a tribe: a kind of "brotherhood." 

Piel, one of the conjugations of the Hebrew verbal system, serving to 
render transitive a basic meaning (e.g. Qal, "to be full," Piel, "to 
fill"), or in some cases to intensify the basic meaning. 

Pual, one of the conjugations of the Hebrew verbal system, serving as the 
passive of the Piel. 

Qal, the basic Hebrew verbal conjugation. 
qere, an Aramaic word employed by the Masoretes to indicate that their 

vowel pointing is at variance with the consonants of the received con
sonantal text. 

recension, a version brought about by the revision of a text based on a 
critical evaluation of other texts; here especially, the stages reached 
in a series of attempts to bring the Greek translation of the Old Tes
tament into line with a Hebrew text prevailing at each stage and in a 
given location. 

uncial, either as adjective or noun, pertaining to early medieval manu
scripts (for our purposes, of the Septuagint) copied in large, capital 
letters; uncials are conventionally designated with upper case sigla, 
e.g.L:XXB. 
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Ruth, "the gleaner-maid, meek ancestress" of David the psalmist for 
Dante, model for Christiana's youthful companion Mercy for Bunyan, 
chooser of the better part, and thus, like Mary, the paradigm for Milton's 
virtuous young lady-is a woman beloved by all who read her story. Some 
have found more in her than perhaps they ought; Keats had his night
ingale singing to her homesickness as she "stood in tears amid the alien 
corn," and we will leave unsaid what Hollywood has made of her. But 
what a story! Work of a master story-teller, to Goethe it is the most beau
tiful "little whole" in the Old Testament. Reading it, studying it, never 
fails to yield something new and enchanting, robust and inspiring, sober
ing and compelling. Once a year the observant Jew hears the story anew, 
at Shabuot, by appointment. Judging from a sampling of Christian lec
tionaries and worship resources, the reading of Ruth may well be a matter 
of "never on Sunday" for many Christians. Perhaps that is just as well, 
for the story should be read in its entirety, as Goethe's evaluation de
mands. 

And so another commentator sits down to dissect it and probe it. Some 
proposals will be a bit venturesome, for we do not know the answer to a 
multitude of interesting questions the book raises. One thing stands out 
as the dissection proceeds, however: this is an intricately woven, mag
nificently crafted tale, at base the work of one person, a person standing 
in the mid-stream of Israelite life and thought, a person wishing to com
municate to his audiences things very close to the heart of the Old Testa
ment. As well as being an artist, he is also a teacher, teaching with what 
in many instances is the most effective medium one can choose, a story. 

WHAT Is THE BOOK OF RUTH? 

Ruth is a Hebrew historical short story. The term Novelle is often used 
and can be defended. Novelle is a form-critical category which seems 
for most of those who use it to connote a combination of brevity with a 
plurality of episodes. It implies as well the evaluation that the style and 
structure are distinctive and well-wrought. There is, furthermore, the ob
vious implication that the content is at least primarily fictional, if not 
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purely so. Then there is the matter of purpose; a Novelle should have one, 
according to most students, but what it will be is not particular to the 
form. It may be simply to entertain, but more often it is to edify or to ad
vocate. It may even propagandize and polemicize. In fact, the term 
Novelle is so broad that if we adopt it as a formal category of Israelite 
literature and say that the Ruth story is a Novelle, we may find we have 
not said very much. And that is where we need to probe. 

When one presses the authors of the various current introductions to 
the OT on the matter of the historical short story, he finds that it is not at 
all easy to set clear boundaries for each kind of prose composition found 
in Israelite literature. For one thing, form critics have not paid prose 
works anything like the attention they have devoted to poetry, and "there 
is an enormous job to be done" in classifying prose forms.1 For another, 
there is real difficulty in drawing a distinction between stories with a 
legendary or heroic or fairy-tale dimension and those which are more 
historical or secular or oriented to the level of common human activity 
and experience. 

If we lump the Ruth story with Esther, Tobit, and Judith, as Bentzen 
does,2 we still have four different kinds of stories. In Tobit we see mal!ical 
healing, demons, angels, and fairy-tale motifs. In Judith we find three 
other motifs: a heroine of legendary beauty, piety, and accomolishme,,ts, 
together with scruoulous attention to religious practice and the fab11lnus 
panic amon~ the multitudinous enemv hordes. In E~ther there are heroic 
persons, along with some legendary if not fairy-tale motifs, and a distinct 
concern to put forward the festival of Purim. Among these, one wo11ld 
want to u~e the acliective "historical" about the Estlier novelette,8 but, be
cause of the legendary motifs, not in quite the same sense as he mie:ht 'ike 
to use it about Ruth. If we tum to comparison with Jonah, another ex<imnle 
of Hebrew short story, we have a legendary great fish to cooe with, not to 
mention the fabulous picture of that !!'"eat city Ninevelt, entirely in renP"'t
ance and clothed in sack, right down to the cattle. Recent analysis of stnnes 
ha~ turned with e:reater frequency to comparing Ruth with tlie Josenh •t~-y 
in Genesis 37, 39-48, 50. This has proved more fruitful. but success here 
arises not so much from comparison to the old fairy-tale motif founrl in 
the scene between Joseph and Potiphar's wife in Genesis 39, proposed by 
Eissfeldt,4 as from a range of other features, mainly stylistic, thematic, and 
theological ones. 

1 G. Fohrer, Introduction to the Old Testament, tr. D. E. Green (Nashville and 
New York: Abingdon, 1968), p. 41. 

2 A. Bentzen, Introduction to the Old Testament, 4th ed. (Copenhagen: Gad, 1958), 
pp. 240 f., 247. This entire section of Bentzen's work shows the difficulty involved 
in finding an acceptable covering term. 

a C. A. Moore, Esther, AB, vol. 78 (1971), esp. pp. L-LIV. 
4 0. Eissfeldt, The Old Testament: An Introduction, tr. P. R. Ackroyd (New York 

and Evanston: Harper and Row, 1965), p. 38. 
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Stylistic Comparisons 

An approach from a dillerent direction is called for.& We begin with 
the assertion of J. M. Myers that "To one who has read the JE narra
tives of the Pentateuch, the narrative portions of the books of Joshua, 
Judges, Samuel, and Kings, the language of the book of Ruth sounds 
familiar" (MLLF, p. 4). This statement is valid even when one moves 
from language to literary structuring and quite frequently to theme. Espe
cially good for comparison are the stories in Genesis 24, the Joseph cycle, 
Genesis 38 (a unit effectively redacted into the Joseph cycle), a number of 
the story units in the book of Judges (the Eglon-Ehud episode in 3: 15-29 
is an excellent example6 ), several scenes in the Court History of David 
(II Sam 9-20), and the prose frame of the book of Job.7 At point after 
point in the Norns, the value of comparing Ruth to such stories is dem
onstrated. 

The Hebrew Short Story 

Characteristics of this grouping of early stories begin to afford us a 
definition of the Hebrew short story. First, they were composed in a 
quite distinctive literary style, employing an artistic and elevated prose 
containing rhythmic elements which are poetic-a style which Gennan 
scholars designate Kunstprosa. The rhythmic elements occur especially 
in speeches of the protagonists, but are not confined to them; indeed not 
all of these stories use speeches in the same proportion. Quite probably, 
this semipoetic quality was an aid in remembering the stories, for it is 
likely that they were carried for a time in oral tradition in this elevated 
prose style. When they were written down, their final composers wrote 
very much what had been carried orally. 

A second characteristic has to do with content. In general, the stories 
combine an interest in rather typical people, even if they are important 
people, with an interest in mundane affairs, even when these affairs tum 
out to be significant on a national scale. 

Third, these stories have a combination of purposes. They are by de
sign both entertaining and instructive. Especially important: they look at 
ordinary events as being the scene of God's subtly providential activity. 

5 I have explored much of what follows in greater detail in ''The Hebrew Short 
Story, Its Form, Style and Provenance," in the Festschrift for J. M. Myers, A Light 
Unto My Path, ed. by H. N. Bream, R. D. Heim, and C. A. Moore (Temple Univer
sity Press, 1974), pp. 83-101. 

6 See Boling, pp. 29-38. and his treatment of 3: 15-30. On this passage, see also 
L. Alonso-Schokel, "Erzahlkunst im Buche der Richter," Biblica 42 (1961), 143-72. 

7 Cf. N. M. Sarna, "Epic Substratum in the Prose of Job," JBL 76 (1957), 13-25. 
The literary style of Job 1-2, 42:7-17 is strikingly comparable to that of Ruth in a 
great m~ny i;espects. Sarna's judgment is that it depends directly upon an old epic, and 
cl~arly llllphes that the prose story is older than the poem which was placed in its 
midst, although he hazards no guess as to its date. 
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Fun and delight, pathos and violence, characterize the human portrayals; 
combined with the subtle divine dimension, the total effect is one of joy 
and seriousness together. The audience for such stories is "invited" again 
and again to participate in these moods and thus to learn from the ex
perience of the stories' protagonists. The characters have a certain typi
cality and yet a certain individuality. Their examples can readily be emu
lated or avoided, and yet they are genuine human beings with distinctive 
personalities. This last point is important, for there is a tendency among 
scholars to claim that the actors in such stories as ours are painted two
dimensionally and without personality; I select only the portrayal of 
Naomi's complaint in 1 :20-21 as one among several examples from 
Ruth which refutes such a claim. Sometimes, by the way, the moods and 
emotions are not very typical, and the audience must be led to identify 
with them. 

That leads to a fourth characteristic of these stories. The hearer or 
reader, ancient or modern, finds himself delighting in the capacity of the 
creators of these stories to do what they are doing extremely well, appre
ciating not only the message of the story but also its artistry. 

Literary Precursors 

We will have more to say about these story-tellers later, but we must 
stop here on a question which frequently puts in an appearance when 
Israelite short stories are analyzed, the question of literary antecedents 
of a given story. Here we can turn particularly to the study of Ruth. The 
scholar whose work has been most influential in this regard, as in many 
others about Ruth, is Hennann Gunkel, who wrote a remarkable article 
in 1905 which then became a chapter of his Reden und Aufsiitze, pub
lished in 1913. This article was the basis for his entries on Ruth in the 
encyclopedia Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, the first edition 
of which appeared in 1913 and the second in 1930.8 No one appreciated 
the artistry of the Ruth story-teller more than did Gunkel, but he added 
to that in his 1913 work an analysis of the literary precursors to the story. 
He identified Genesis 38 as one of these; its rougher and coarser character, 
compared to Ruth, together with its simpler plot, were noted, and so it 
was dated earlier. Gunkel also noted motif resemblances to themes in the 
Egyptian Isis and Osiris myth (in which Isis magically contrives to con
ceive a son, Horus, by her husband, Osiris, after Osiris' death), and in 
even older fairy tales or fables (Miirchen) from Egypt. He proposed 
that as a first step Israelite story-telling reclothed an ancient tale, in which 
magic and wizardry played a major part, by substituting good Israelite 
customary practice-namely redeemer responsibility and levirate mar-

8 Reden und Aufsatze, pp. 65-92; RGGt, vol. 5, cols. 106-8; RGG2, vol. 4, cols. 
2180-82. 
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riage (marriage of the widow of a deceased and childless man by a rela
tive of that man)-to solve the major problem, that of acquiring a son 
to carry on a family. In his 1930 update for RGG2, he sketched out this 
early stage as one in which Naomi, the only female actor, inveigled a 
relative of her dead husband to sire the child through her. At that stage, 
then, the story was much like the one in Genesis 38, in which Tamar, 
whose circumstances call for levirate marriage, must use a ruse to trick Ju
dah, her father-in-law, into fathering children through her. Later in its de
velopment, the story added Ruth; Naomi was transformed into the typical 
crafty old woman who engineers things, while Ruth, the typical young 
and obedient woman, became the child's mother. With development 
came complexity of plot, and a steady cleansing of the pagan aspects of 
the story. 

In one way or another, a number of scholars have continued this search 
for antecedent motifs. One striking example was proposed by W. E. 
Staples,9 who found evidence for a Bethlehem cult-legend shot through 
the story, especially in the names used in the story and in the scene in 
chapter 3 at the threshing floor. This bizarre hypothesis is rarely con
sidered in more recent study, but it does suggest one way in which ante
cedent stages have been reconstructed. Completely dissimilar, but based 
on the search for antecedents, is a proposal of Margaret Crook, involving 
two presumed stages of the story within the Israelite period.10 

A far more interesting line of research into antecedents has focused 
not on themes but on literary form. It is best represented by Jacob 
Myers' The Linguistic and Literary Form of the Book of Ruth [cited as 
MLLF]. Myers worked with the poetic language and the forms and spell
ings of the words in the text, as well as with those lines in the story which 
could be metrically scanned as poetry. He was able to cast parts or all 
of some thirty-three verses into poetry. He reasoned from this material 
to an early poetic stage of the story, perhaps an old nursery tale, the relics 
of which remained in the present form. The poetic tale, he proposed, per
sisted in oral tradition until it was finally written down as prose in the 
postexilic period. 

Taking his cue from Myers, but impressed by the fine prose quality of 
the book as well-Myers had also noticed this-G. Glanzman added a 
nuance to the theory by positing an intermediate stage of literary devel
opment, when the old poetic tale was turned into prose and brought up to 
date with the law and custom of the time. The time, for Glanzman, was 

9 Staples, pp. 145-57; Staples' lead was followed in a less extravagant way by H. G. 
May, pp. 75-78. It has recently, but to me most unconvincingly, been resurrected by 
J. F. X. Sheehan, pp. 35-46. 

10 "The Book of Ruth: A New Solution," Journal of Bible and Religion 16 (1948), 
155-60. 
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the ninth or eighth century.11 Even more explicitly than had Myers, 
Glanzman then brought this theory of literary stages into conjunction 
with the theory of thematic stages. Stage one for him was an entertaining 
tale of human devotion between a daughter-in-law and her mother-in
law, devotion which received its reward in the form of a loving husband. 
Incidentally, Glanzman speculated that this stage of the tale ended with 
marriage consummation at the threshing floor. The second (ninth to sixth 
centuries) and third (postexilic) stages then saw prosifying and smoothing 
together, one gathers, with the addition of the final scenes and a general 
upgrading of the morality in the story. 

In my judgment, the attempt to find and trace the themes of various 
stages of the story's development has proved to be rather a blind alley in 
Ruth research. It should not be maintained that Old Testament stories 
have no sources, but it can be maintained that speculation about their 
content leads practically nowhere. And it has to be reckoned that there 
just may not have been any precursor stages. More important, even when 
we can with some confidence identify a precursor (as for example has 
been done with the Egyptian folk tale about Anubis and his righteous 
younger brother Bata who spurns Anubis' wife's advances and is falsely 
accused by her of attempted adultery which must relate somehow to Jo
seph and Potiphar's wife in Genesis 39), the literary product which results 
is a totally new phenomenon and there is little to gain from knowing its 
predecessors. This is especially true when the literary form changes. One 
literary critic who has articulated this claim with cogency is Ben Edwin 
Perry, a student of the lusty Greek romances of the period 100 B.C.E. to 
the middle of the third century c.E.12 What Perry claims as he introduces 
his subject is applicable generally in literary criticism. It is not evolution
ary processes which produce new literary forms, but rather the creative 
efforts of persons who see a new need and fill it. When a new form comes 
into being, it does so as a fresh creation. 

A New Form 

Was the Hebrew historical short story a new form? I think it was. For 
one thing, a presumed transition from poetry to prose is a major transi
tion, not simply a degrading of a high literary form to a lower one. For 
another thing, the stories with which we are concerned came into being 
under changing circumstances, in that they were involved with interpret
ing what has happily been called the Yahwist revolution, and were de
signed to portray the radical effect of a new and great commitment upon 
the part of a new people who were once not a people. The purpose of 
these stories was not simple entertainment but edification, indeed instruc-

11 Glanzman, pp. 201-7. 
12 The Ancient Romances (University of California Press, 1967), esp. pp. 8-17. 
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tion, in the meaning of the new faith-commitment. The literary form was 
new, the people were new, the purpose was new. In fact, there is nothing 
quite like these stories known in the ancient Near East. Magic and fairy
tale motifs are not present in anything like recognizable form. It cannot be 
maintained that their creators were simple literary editors. A new oc
casion called for new creativity, and the Hebrew short story was one of 
the results. 

As for the question of the poetic substratum of the Ruth story, just 
this much here and then more on the subject later. In a cogent analysis 
of Myers' proposal, Stanislav Segert has raised some fundamental objec
tions to the approach used.13 For one thing, Segert observed how often 
Myers had to depend upon slight emendations in order to get his poetic 
lines to scan metrically, in some cases violating grammatical needs. He 
noticed also the great variety of meters which Myers needed. And he was 
struck by the same problem we have noticed, namely on what grounds a 
later editor changed the literary vehicle from poetry to prose; Indeed, 
Myers himself admitted (MLLF, p. 46) that some of his poetic lines 
could be construed instead as rhythmic prose. 

In short, then, it is defensible that the Ruth short story is a new literary 
creation, as are others belonging to this class. These short stories came 
into being relatively early in Israel's history, beginning in the period of 
the judges and continuing into the time of the united and divided mon
archy. We shall return to the question of a more precise date for Ruth 
later, but one signal in that regard is the proposal that it was in the late 
examples of this form, really at a time of what we might call degenera
tion, that the fabulous and the fairy-tale elements reappeared. The stories 
of Esther, Tobit, Judith, and so on belong to this later period; they are 
not the best key to understanding the Ruth story, but perhaps the Ruth 
story is one of the keys to understanding them. 

Historicity 

Let us turn briefly to the question of the historical value of stories like 
Ruth. By classifying together such stories as the episodes in Judges, the 
Court History of David in II Sam 9-20, and the J and E strands of 
Genesis, we must conclude that there is no boundary to be found which 
clearly divides fiction from historical narrative. This is as it should be. The 
story form itself does not depend upon historicity. In the case of Ruth, 
the better question to ask, it seems to me, is one of plausibility, for these 
stories are characterized by attention to human beings often active only 
in very mundane events. The NOTES and COMMENTS at a number of 
places explore the question of the value of the Ruth story as an indicator 
of what early Israelite life was like. 

18 Segert, pp. 190-200. 
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What the reader will find is that Ruth is an eminently plausible story. 
The story-teller reflected accurately and knowingly such circumstances 
as those which would drive a family to leave Judah for Moab in the face 
of famine; such customs as levirate marriage and the responsibility of 
the redeemer, and their interrelationship, as well as an Israelite burial 
custom which elucidates 1: 17; such features of a Judean town plan as 
the threshing floor and the city gate, the latter as the appropriate location 
for a sitting of the town council; such factors in common life as the grow
ing seasons and harvest times of staple crops; such matters as the values 
in weights and measures which appear from time to time. In this sense, 
this historical novelette is historically plausible. I concur with most re
cent commentators in observing that there is quite likely a historical datum 
involved in tracing David's line back to Ruth and Boaz, as 4: 17b main
tains. Furthermore, it becomes increasingly clear that the names of the 
people in this story are not contrived so as to make them especially perti
nent to the plot of the story; rather, they appear to be good representatives 
of the Hebrew (and Moabite?) pool of proper names (onomasticon) of 
the end of the Canaanite period and the beginning of the Israelite period. 
This in no way diminishes the judgment that the Ruth book contains a 
fictional story; it is simply a plausible one, and its information is a good 
guide to life and custom, and to realistic expectations about human living 
under the rule of God. 

One more obvious conclusion, to which I have pointed regularly: I 
stand in awe of this author. He was a genius. Some of the ways in which 
he crafted his story will occupy us next. 

THE ARTISTRY OF THE STORY-TELLER 

We have spoken of an artistic, semipoetic style, and noted that a num
ber of scholars have construed parts at least of the Ruth story as in every 
sense poetry.14 Just at this time in history, we stand poised on the 
brink of a new breakthrough in the analysis of the meter and balance of 
Hebrew poetry. A particularly lucid account of the current position is 
given by D. Noel Freedman in his Prolegomenon to the reprint of George 
Buchanan Gray's classic The Forms of Hebrew Poetry, originally published 
in 1915.1~ In order to come to a judgment about poetic features in Ruth, 
a closer look at the poetry in Ruth is called for. 

14 See especially the commentary of Haller, listed in the Bibliography. 
1~ Freedman's work fills pp. vii-lvi. On the topic under discussion here, see es

pecially pp. xvi-xix and xxxii-xlii, as well as Freedman's contribution to the Myers 
Festschrift, eds. Bream et al., A Light Unto My Path, pp. 163-203. As an instructive 
comparison to the analysis which follows, see Boling on the Song of Deborah and 
Baraq (Judg 5:1-31). 
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Among other important observations, Freedman advocates counting 
both stressed and unstressed syllables in describing Hebrew poetic 
metrics. For some time now, scholars have focused their attention on the 
stressed, or accented, syllables only. What Freedman has shown, how
ever, is that counting all the syllables of a poetic line quite frequently 
shows more clearly than stress counting does what the actual "weight" 
of a line is. On the stress-count method, a line may be, let us say, a bi
colon of 3+3, and the next line of the poem a bicolon of 3+2. When 
one counts syllables, however, both lines may tum out to have sixteen. 
On the syllable-count method, the two bicola are balanced, while on the 
stress-count method one would have to speak of mixed meter. A consider
able number of irregular poetic compositions tum out to be regular 
after all, when viewed from this perspective. We can ask ourselves 
whether the presumed poetry is at all regular in the Ruth text. As a 
rather typical example, I take the passage 1 : 16-1 7, the magnificent vow 
of Ruth, which almost everyone acknowledges to be poetic. 

Myers, in MLLF, arranged this speech into six poetic bicola, which 
come out in transliteration as follows: 

'al tipg"'l bl l•'ozbek 
kl 'el '•ser tel•k1 'elek 
'ammek 'amml 
bd•ser tiimua 'iimut 
koh ya'•seh Y(a)hw(e)h ll 
kl <raq> hammiiwet yaprld 

lasub me'a:J:i•rayk <habbeytiih> 
uba'•ser tiillnl 'iilln 
we'lohayk '•lohiiy 
w".fam 'eqqiiber 
w•koh yoslp 
beynl ubeynek 

Scanning this reconstruction by counting accented syllables yields a 
series of bicola with these meters: 3+3, 3+3, 2+2, 3+2, 3+2, 3+2. 
If instead we count all syllables, the count would run 8+9, 9+9, 4+6, 
8+5, 7+4, and 6+5. (In fact, we should probably discount the occur
rence of the conjunction "and"-w•- or u--connecting the two halves of 
lines 2 through 5, and thereby reduce each of these lines by one syl
lable.) By either criterion, the meter is mixed, but it could be maintained 
for Myers' reconstruction that the first two lines are metrically of equiva
lent weight (same accent meter, 17 syllables), as are the last two (same 
accent meter, 10 or 11 syllables). But note that in order to achieve this 
balance Myers has made two additions to the text which are unsup
ported by any ancient manuscript or version. 

In line 1, he proposes adding the final word habbeytiih, "homeward," 
for the reason that "another word is required by meter and context" 
(MLLF, p. 61, note 7). Without that word, the meter is probably 
3+2 on the stress-count method (one can still argue for 3+3, if he gives 
a secondary accent to the first syllable of me'aJ:i•rayk, "from after you,") 
but becomes 8+6 on the syllable-count method. The first two lines no 
longer have the same weight, especially on the syllable-count criterion. 
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In the final line, Myers adds the word raq, "only," claiming that "this 
addition improves meter and meaning" (ibid., note 8). Without that 
word, the meter is either 3+2 or 2+2 on the stress-count method, de
pending on wheither kl is reckoned as bearing independent stress or is 
subordinated to the word which follows it; the syllable count becomes 
5+5. The NOTE on 1: 17 will argue that raq added to this line actually 
violates the intended meaning. In any case, notice that it takes an emen
dation "for reasons of meter," metri causa, to get equal weight for the 
final three lines. Given where we are now in exploring Hebrew meter, it 
is singularly unwise to emend in order to suit meter; that smacks too 
much of arguing in a circle. 

Poetic Qualities of the Prose Story 

I would not want to argue that 1 : 16-17 is in no sense poetry. What I 
do argue against is the proposal of a poetic substratum, which presumes 
that the whole story was once set in poetry and that what we have now is 
a relic of the original poem. If that were so, we would have reason to ex
pect much more metrical regularity. What poetic material we now have 
is an integral part of the composition. A better clue to its character comes 
from the work of Segert, 18 who identifies what are more or less poetic 
lines in many of the speeches in Ruth. These tum out to have mixed 
meter at best, and to bear direct relationship to the forms of the speeches 
themselves-whether they be blessings, or vows, or complaints, or what
ever. Add to this a second consideration, which can be expressed with 
words Gunkel used in analyzing the prose narratives in Genesis: 

Meanwhile at least this may be said, that this prose is not the common 
colloquial language of every-day life, but is more artistic in its composition 
and has some sort of rhythmical construction • . • in reading Genesis 
aloud one feels an agreeable harmony of rhythmically balanced members.IT 

The translation offered in this book will look as though it had isolated 
poetry because many of the speeches are set in an indented format; 
rather, the purpose is to indicate the rhythmic, ceremonial literary style. 
In some cases, the reader will sense that other hallmark of Hebrew 
poetry, parallelism, but parallelism too can occur in elevated prose. The 

18 Segert, pp. 194--98. 
17 The Legends of Genesis, p. 38. This is a translation of the introduction to the 

first (1901) edition of Gunkel's Genesis commentary; in the 1910 edition, the 
sentence as such does not appear, since it yielded to a refutation of E. Sievers' attempt 
to set Genesis in poetry. Nevertheless, its general tenor is reflected in what Gunkel 
kept in the later edition, and it remains a valid judgment. Cf. William Foxwell 
Albright, Archaeology and the Religion of Israel, 5th ed. (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, Anchor, 1969), pp. 21 f., and U. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of 
Genesis, 1 (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1961), p. 11, with special reference to the style of 
Genesis 1. 
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line of demarcation is so blurred that some of the speeches in chapters 
3 and 4, which might have been given the indented format, have not 
been. If the reader inclines to read them as "poetic," he has caught the 
point precisely. 

Word-play 

The NOTES are full of indications of other stylistic characteristics of 
our story-teller's work. We cover a number of them by saying that he 
seems to have had an utter fascination with words. He clearly enjoyed 
assonance, for example. The cardinal instance occurs at 2: 10. Another 
instance, rarely noticed before, yields some proposals about the meaning 
of certain passages. It relates to the fact that the words for "barley," for 
"gate," and for an unusual Hebrew unit of measure used in 3: 17, all 
contain the combination s / s'r-and note that they would all have ap
peared in Hebrew consonantal manuscripts, before the Masoretes added 
diacritical marks, as precisely the same. 

Assonance yields the potential of punning, and punning, along with 
other kinds of word-play, was a favorite device of the Ruth storv-teller. 
One of his techniques is to establish a particular Hebrew vocable as a 
key word in a particular scene and to repeat it frequently throughout the 
scene, often picking it up once more in another scene to serve as a linking 
device. Another related technique is to plumb the assorted nuances of a 
particular vocable; this is done with particular effect in the scene at the 
threshing floor. Furthermore, sometimes it is a whole sentence (see 2: 
5, 11) or a phrase (see2:2, 10, 13) which provides the link. 

Even more important is a series of words which occur only twice, or 
at least very infrequently; these serve to round out the themes of the 
story. This is such a striking characteristic of Ruth that it is worth our 
while to list the instances: 

"Lad(s)"-1 :5, 4: 16 
Qesed-1:8, 2:20, 3:10 
"Security"-1:9, 3:1 
"Cling/attach/stay close"-1: 14, 2:8, 21, 23 
"Lodge"-1:16, 3:13 
"Brought back/restorer"-1 :21, 4: 15 
"Empty"-1:21, 3:17 
"Covenant brother/covenant circle"-2: 1, 3 :2 
"Substance/worthy"-2: 1, 3: 11 (cf. 4: 11) 
"Take special note/regard"-2:10, 2:19 
"Wing(s)"-2:12, 3:918 

18 D. F. Rauber noticed a number of these, apparently without resort to Hebrew. 
See his article in JBL 89 (1970), 27-37. 
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The phenomenon is so prevalent that the translation ventures at 1 :9 to 
restore a word, "recompense," to match its brother in 2: 12. 

Double occurrences of the same word are not simply a matter of repeti
tion; they constitute brackets, as plot problems are transferred from one 
set of circumstances to another, from difficulty to be overcome to resolu
tion of that difficulty. The first use of the word constitutes a foreshad
owing of what is to come, perhaps not recognized as such until the term 
reappears. It takes an attentive audience to keep them in mind. Of the 
same order, but a great deal more complex, is the hint given of the way 
the plight of the two widows will be overcome, by the use of the word 
"sister" in 1:15 (see the pertinent NoTE) and the impossible musings of 
Naomi in 1: 11-13. One can well imagine that the ancient audience would 
have experienced repeated delight, no matter how many times they 
heard the tale retold, at the discovery of these devices. Or perhaps we 
should venture instead the conclusion that the audience participated in 
crafting these delightful inclusios during the period of the oral transmission 
of the story aiding the story-teller in his craft! 

These long-range word-plays are the most persistent examples of the 
story-teller's use of inclusio, the bracketing device in which a composer 
returns to a note he has already sounded in order to wrap it in an enve
lope. Another special kind of inclusio, usually bracketing short units, is 
signaled by the phenomenon of chiasm, a technique in which the order of 
a pair of words is reversed on the second occurrence. As examples, con
sider husband/boys in 1 :3 with boys (lads) /husband in 1 :5, go/return 
in 1: 8 with return/go in 1: 12, kiss/lament in 1 :9 with lament/kiss in 
1: 14, Shadday/Yahweh in 1 :20-2la with Yahweh/Shadday in 1 :21b, 
elders/people in 4:9 with people/elders in 4:11, and Mahlon/Kilyon in 
1 :2, 5 with Kilyon/Mahlon in 4:9. The NOTES on these passages discuss 
nuances of chiasm and its impact. 

There are other kinds of inclusio as well. It seems a strong possibility 
that his largest inclusio is a chronological one, which involves opening 
the story in the period when the judges judged in 1 : 1 and closing it with 
the signal word David in 4: 17b. Here the inclusio relates to an historical 
problem, the transition from the amphictyonic period to the period of the 
monarchy; this pertains to the story's purpose, to which we will return 
below. Another thematic inclusio connects the observation that Elimelek's 
family was in Moab for ten years after the marriages of the sons ( 1 : 4) 
without any children being born, to the rapid-fire verse 4:13, where 
Ruth conceives at once. A host of other instances are to be found in the 
NOTES. 

The Story's Design 

These kinds of inclusios are to my mind the chief building blocks of 
the Ruth story. But there is more to say about its design than that. The 
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translation presents it in six units followed by an appendix, the geneal
ogy of 4: 18-22. There is general agreement that this appendix was 
not a part of the original. It adds little to the story which is not already 
indicated by 4: 17b, with the exception that it draws a genealogical con
nection from Boaz, and hence David, back to Perez, the son of Judah and 
Tamar, giving Boaz a patriarchal pedigree. It is probably correct to say, 
with many others, that the hand which added the genealogy was at least 
partially influenced by the mention of Perez in 4: 12, and perhaps also by 
the similarity of our story to the one in Genesis 38. From a story-telling 
point of view, however, the genealogy seems a distinct anticlimax to a 
story which is complete without it. 

The first six units include the introductory "paragraph," which sets the 
stage for the whole drama and is indispensable to it. As we have seen, 
three of the inclusio openers are contained in the introduction ( 1 : 1-5), 
the chronological one, the ten-year datum in 1 :4, and the word "lads" in 
1 : 5; all three openings will be closed in 4: 1-17: After this introduction 
come five episodes which we can legitimately call acts in the drama, the 
first encompassing the journey home and the arrival in Bethlehem, the 
second involving Ruth and Boaz at the barley harvest, the third compris
ing the encounter between Ruth and Boaz at the threshing floor, the 
fourth portraying the civil process at the city gate, and the fifth celebrat
ing the birth of the child. 

In a perceptive article discussing the design of the story, Stephen Bert
man19 has pointed out a symmetry between acts 2 and 3, which contain 
the entirety of chapters 2 and 3 respectively. In both, there is an opening 
scene between Ruth and Naomi culminating in Ruth's setting out. In 
both, as it happens, there is then an encounter between Ruth and Boaz 
in which Boaz asks about the girl's identity (2:5 and 3:9-see the per
tinent NoTEs). In act 2, Boaz bids Ruth to stay and then pronounces a 
blessing upon her for a deed of l;iesed; in act 3 he does the same thing in 
reverse order. In both acts he then gives her food. Both acts end with 
Ruth returning to Naomi, presenting her with food, recounting what has 
happened, and receiving advice on how to proceed. In both concluding 
scenes, a part of Ruth's recapitulation of her conversations with Boaz in
volves an extremely important motif which was not in fact a part of the 
conversation the audience heard in the central scenes themselves : in 
act 2 that she is to continue at the harvesting until it is finished, in act 3 
that the gift of grain is to relieve Naomi's emptiness. 

This symmetry of design seems undeniable, but in no way hampers 
the story-teller's freedom. In filling up the design, he has Ruth act on her 
own initiative in the opening scene of act 2, at Naomi's instruction in the 
opening scene of act 3. He supplies necessary information about Boaz' 

te Bertman, pp. 165-68. 
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relationship to the family of Elimelek in 2: 1 himself, but puts the recogni
tion of the importance of this information in Naomi's mouth in 3:2. 
Especially interesting is the way the food which Ruth brings home is 
handled. There is an obvious correspondence between the barley which 
Ruth beats out in 2: 17 and the grain Boaz gives her to take home in 
3 : 15; both are measurable, and in both cases she hefts them just as the 
central scenes come to an end. The units of measure both have names 
which fit into their contexts because of the assonance of their designations 
with words in the vicinity (see the pertinent NOTES). But the emphasis 
in the two concluding scenes diJlers on the matter of the food; in 2: 18 it 
is more on the leftovers of Ruth's satisfying meal, a mark of the concern 
Ruth has for her mother-in-law before she even has any inkling of what 
a fine supply of barley she will be taking home, while in 3 : 17 it is on the 
gift from Boaz. The first instance underscores Ruth's character, the sec
ond that of Boaz. Careful reading of these two acts will yield more indi
cations of the story-teller's freedom to any reader. Design there is, and 
flexibility there is. 

Bertman would also have us see symmetry between acts 1 and 4. In 
both, the major focus is upon responsibility inherent in ties of kinship 
(in 1 : 8-18 and 4: 1-12) . In each, there is person involved over against 
the main character who functions as a foil. In each case, the foil comes 
a long way toward fulfilling the dictates of responsible caring, and is not 
to be seen as unrighteous but only less righteous, when compared to Ruth 
and to Boaz. For Bertman, both acts conclude with a scene between 
Naomi and the neighbor women. Here, however, I disagree. To my 
mind, verse 4: 13 is so important that it must be seen as inaugurating a 
final act with correspondences back to the introduction, closing out the 
inclusios set up by the word "lads," by the time designation ''when the 
judges judged," and by the ten-year period of barrenness. What I see as 
act 5 corresponds both to 1: 1-5 and to the scene at Bethlehem in 1: 19-
22. Symmetrical design has not hampered the story-teller from conclud
ing cli.mactically in 4: 13-17 all the problems left over from chapter 1.20 

We cannot leave the question of the story's design without attention 
to four further features. First, we should consider the sentences which 
serve as transitions from one act to the next. The final sentence of chap
ter 1 is a gem, summarizing what the first act has been about and reach
ing forward with its seemingly off-hand reference to the barley harvest. 
The final sentences of chapter 2, in verse 23, successfully bring us to the 
end of harvest, and thus to the time of threshing, and poise Ruth at home 
with her mother-in-law, who, it develops, has a plan. Naomi's words 
at the end of chapter 3 instruct Ruth to "sit tight" until she "knows" 

20 Bertman proposes instead to see the genealogical appendix as the correlative of 
the introduction, both being family histories. 
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what will happen, because Boaz will not let any time pass until he re
solves things. The verb "sit" prepares us for 4: 1-12, where everyone 
must be properly seated for the civil process to start. The verb "know" 
serves to recall that Boaz is part of that "knowing" circle mentioned in 
2: 1 and 3: 2. And the note suggesting Boaz' determination to act is the 
perfect introduction to his steady steerage unerringly through the city 
gate scene. The rapid-fire verse 4: 13 carries us at once from the solemn 
civil proceeding to the birth of a son. These transitions are masterful! 

Second, careful reading of the story-teller's art reveals the way in 
which he manages the pace. The scenes of encounter are protracted, 
with a certain amount of repetition and long and rather solemn speeches. 
But even here there can be variation. The scene at the city gate is pro
longed, but not too much, because the pace is both attentive to the 
solemnity of the occasion and observant of Boaz' determined progress to
ward the goal. When things need to move fast, they do; consider 2: 18, 
3 : 15, 4: 13 and even the explanation in 4: 7 in this connection. The pace 
is right, and every time it slows down, it is a signal for the audience to 
look more carefully and watch especially for those key words which 
signal progress. There is no wasted time in the story; it is even quite 
sparing in indicating speakers by name, a factor that frequently troubled 
the early Greek and Latin translators. The story-teller tends to let the 
content of the speeches identify the speakers. 

Third is that the speeches fit the characters who speak them. The 
Norns will spell this out, so we shall not linger on the matter here. Suffice 
it to say that Boaz and Naomi talk like older people. Their speeches con
tain archaic morphology and syntax. Perhaps the most delightful indica
tion of this is the one instance when an archaic form is put into Ruth's 
mouth, at 2:21-where she is quoting Boaz! This is but one of the ways 
in which the story-teller gets across the personality of his characters. All 
of them are scrupulous in their behavior, but there is conveyed a greater 
buoyancy in Ruth. She marvels. For Naomi, there is marveling as well, 
but always under the shadow of the mood established for her in the first 
chapter, the mood of complaint. Ruth is pleased by every good thing done 
for her; Naomi moves as though she were gradually realizing that things 
are not as bitter as she had thought. As for Boaz, he moves through the 
story like the patriarch he is, warmly greeting his workers in the field, 
ceremoniously blessing Ruth in the name of Yahweh, recovering his 
aplomb quickly at the threshing floor so as again to bless Ruth, conduct
ing the hearing at the gate methodically, but with alacrity. For him, Yah
weh is no enemy, as Naomi has considered him to be. The story-teller's 
words about all three bring out the differences in their personalities. 

Fourth is a feature so obvious that it easily eludes the reader's atten
tion-as it did mine until D. N. Freedman pointed it out to me. The im-
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plausible aspect of this plausible story is the fact that Naomi and Boaz 
never meet! No scene has them talk together; never are they shown 
planning together ways to handle the difficulties which confront the wid
ows. They know a great deal about one another-see 2:6 and 11, together 
with 2:20 and 3:2; why do they make no direct contact? Surely the 
story-teller could have brought them together in the scene of celebration 
over the child in 4: 14-16, but instead he has given each a celebrative 
scene, his prospective and hers retrospective. This pattern simply cannot 
be a matter of accident. The story-teller has contrived to keep these two 
from meeting. And so, if we speculate that it was Boaz who gave the 
widows a house to live in, or that he and Naomi must have had to plan 
the sale of the field-plot which suddenly appears in 4:3, we may have 
plausibility on our side, but we are not letting the story-teller have his 
own way. 

One of his reasons for constructing the story in this fashion must have 
been to give Ruth her full part in the drama. Through chapters 2 and 3, 
she functions virtually as an emissary between the two older people, 
who are managing the action. This keeps Ruth in the forefront-until 
that crucial moment when she takes matters into her own hands at 3 : 9. 

There are likely to be other good reasons for this interesting piece of 
artistry. I invite the modem audience to participate in, and improve upon, 
my own sense of the story-teller's craft. To do that is to accept his own 
implied invitation, and to find new dimensions of appreciation for his 
art. 

THE HEBREW SINGER OP TALES 

If our story-teller is as clever as we have suggested, we must try to say 
something about who it was that told stories of this kind and under what 
circumstances. Our lack of information is so great on these matters that 
we must tread very softly. It is Gunkel again who gives us a starting point, 
in writing about what he terms the legends in Genesis: 

Many of the legends . . . have such a marked artistic style that they can 
scarcely be regarded in this form as products of the collective people. On 
the contrary, we must assume that there was in Israel, as well as among the 
Arabs, a class of professional story-tellers. These popular story-tellers, 
familiar with old songs and legends, wandered about the country, and were 
probably to be found regularly at the popular festivals.21 

Gunkel's presupposition in writing this is that the story-tellers' products 
were orally performed. I have already suggested above that the Hebrew 

11 The Legends of Genesis, p. 41. 
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short story was told orally in substantially the literary style which ulti
mately came to be written down, namely in the elevated prose with rhyth
mic elements which we have already described. Can such a style have 
been remembered and passed on in oral tradition, among people presum
ably illiterate? Perhaps our most informative resource for envisioning the 
art of the ancient story-teller is afforded by the field researches of Mil
man Parry and A. B. Lord, reported in Lord's The Singer of Tales. One 
can summarize the information these two garnered by saying that ancient 
singers of epic tales, in the Balkans at least, maintained the continuity of 
the stories they told, from performance to performance, with the aid of 
four ingredients. It was a combination of formulas (stock lines or parts 
of lines), a standard line length, performance to the accompaniment of 
a simple musical instrument, and a basic plot skeleton which kept the 
story the "same" even as new ornamentation was included. Formulaic 
language made itself visible in frequent repetitions within a song, and 
from song to song. Therefore while each performance was something new, 
a new creation, it was the same story. 

All of this can help in envisioning how ancient Hebrew "singers" may 
have carried out their profession. If their product was not poetry, and did 
not have a standard line length, it still did have memory helps. Repetition 
of words at frequent intervals within an episode would have stabilized 
the plot and helped in memory. Inclusios, delightful to the audience, 
would also have served to facilitate memory not only of the plot but also 
of the structure of the entire rendition. Stock phrases and formulas, 
while not necessarily of even meter, were nevertheless very much pres
ent-in the greetings, the blessing forms, the vow expressions (such as 
the one at the end of 1: 17)-and were easy to remember. One other 
helping factor, which the researches of Parry and Lord, incidentally, do 
not seem to have probed, would have been audience response, even to 
the point of prompting the story-teller or of making direct contributions 
to the embellishments. As for the matter of singing, we simply cannot be 
sure. It would have been quite possible to intone such stories, but we 
might feel more comfortable to think in terms of recitation rather than 
song; the poetic speeches might very wi::ll have been sung. 

In short, a good if speculative case can be made that stories such as 
Ruth, and many of the others to which we have compared it, were trans
mitted orally for a period of time, in the elevated prose style which we 
have attested in the end product, and indeed were probably originally 
composed in that style. Differences of style between one story and an
other would be due to the individual creativity of the story-tellers, each 
of whom could probably recite a number of tales from memory. They 
were told and retold, and were passed down from one generation to the 
next within the guild. The end product is the finely polished outcome 
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of an integrated process, and reflects the story pretty much as it started 
out. 

Where Stories Were Told 

Who, then, in the Israelite community would have told these stories, 
under what circumstances, and for what purposes? Here again our in
formation is lamentably skimpy. Gunkel proposes as the setting the pop
ular festivals. That doubtless was one pertinent occasion, but I doubt if 
it was the only one. I have already proposed that the stories had as a 
primary purpose instruction, explanation, advocacy. What a story like 
Ruth, or like the Tamar and Judah episode in Genesis 38, advocates is a 
particular style of living, one which is applicable to the common and 
everyday experiences and concerns of people. My suspicion is that they 
belong primarily not to the political capitals and the cult centers but to 
the countryside, to the villages and towns, to which such stories would 
have a particular appeal. It may well be an aspect of this purpose to 
interpret to the people of the countryside what was going on in high 
places, even to the point of interpreting the fact that the great King 
David had a Moabitess for an ancestress. Interpretation of law and cus
tom stemming from the past, interpretation of institutions such as that of 
the prophetic office or of the judges of old, interpretations of the life of 
the patriarchs-all these were included. 

If purposes such as these are at the heart of the short stories, then an 
edifying and entertaining evening around the town spring, or in the 
plaza at the city gate, would serve as a fitting occasion. Here, in towns 
such as those from which David originated, or from which came the ma
jority of the prophets, interpretation of the meaning of Israel's theolog
ical commitment and the workings of her institutions was needed. It is 
far from inconceivable that it was in the towns and villages that the 
story of Micaiah in I Kings 22, a distinctly separable and unified compo
sition about the role of the true prophet, would have been a favorite. The 
story of Jonah, at base "an epic paradigm of the prophetic nature and 
task,'122 would indeed have been instructive in such places. 

There will seem to be something of a modem ring to proposing such a 
communications network in ancient Israel. But we ought not to think that 
the metropolitan centers and the cult centers had a monopoly on the 
theological education of the people of Israel! There was a strong egal
itarian impulse to ancient Israel's commitment, and, we have every 
reason to believe, a strong impulse toward full participation of all the 

22 The description is Martin Buber's, who speaks of the old legend lying behind 
the present book, but does so as though the old legend contained the basic thrust of 
the end product; see The Prophetic Faith, tr. C. Witton-Davies (New York: Mac
millan, 1949), p. 104. 
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people in comprehending that commitment. Recall from whence the 
prophets came: Tekoah, Moresheth, Anathoth, Tishbe in Gilead, Abel
Meholah-small places at some distance from the capitals. They did 
not grow up in a vacuum. 

Who Told Stories 

This instructional aspect of the stories may give us a hint as to who 
were story-tellers in the countryside of Israel and Judah. In the com
plete absence of firm evidence, I risk here proposing two possible groups, 
one the country Levites and the other the "wise women" who appear in 
a couple of old narratives. 

G. Ernest Wright has noted what he calls a "persistent tradition in the 
0.T. that one of the chief functions of the Levites was the work of teach
ing and exposition."23 This function is tied to Torah, that is, the entire 
structure of theology and ethics, and to both the administration and in
terpretation of law. Deut 33: 10, a verse which is probably quite old and 
contains a significant ancient vocational description,24 styles the Levites 
as teachers of Yahweh's judgments to Jacob, and his Torah to Israel, as 
well as officiators at the altar. II Chron 3 5 : 3 and N eh 8 : 7-9 also suggest 
their teaching or at least expository function. But perhaps the most inter
esting evidence comes from two passages in Chronicles which describe 
facets of the reforms of Jehoshaphat, in material which the Chronicler 
possessed and used but which the Deuteronomic historian did not use in 
Kings. There is good reason to accept the description of the reforms as 
based on sound tradition.25 In II Chron 17:7-9, a group of four "cap
tains," eight Levites, and two priests are sent out, taking with them the 
book of the Torah of Yahweh, to all the cities of Judah to teach the 
people. In II Chron 19:4-11, Levites participate in handling the admin
istration of justice, apparently from a Jerusalem base, in both civil and 
cultic cases. Albright suggests that a similar combination of officials func
tioned in the local courts as weJl.26 

23 "The Levites in Deuteronomy," VT 4 (1954), 329. I do not believe that A. Cody, 
in A History of Old Testament Priesthood (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1969), 
pp. 187-190, has made a conclusive case at all against a teaching function for the 
Levites. Among other things, his treatment of the texts in Chronicles is arbitrary, and 
fails to take into account considerations brought up by Albright in the article cited in 
fn. 25. 

24 See now F. M. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (Harvard University 
Press, 1973), pp. 187-200, in contrast to Cross and D. N. Freedman, JBL 67 (1948), 
203-4. Dr. Freedman has expressed his own doubts about his 1948 position in a 
private communication. 

25 Myers, II Chronicles, AB, vol. 13, pp. XXVII, 96-109; Myers is strongly dependent 
here on W. F. Albright, "The Judicial Reform of Jehoshaphat," in Alexander Marx 
Jubilee Volume, ed. S. Lieberman, English section (New York: The Jewish Theo
logical Seminary of America, 1950), pp. 61-82. 

26 Albright, ibid., p. 77. 
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In Deuteronomy, we encounter Levites distributed throughout the land, 
living as dependents, much as do the other unfortunates in Deuteron
omy, upon the good will of the people (Deut 12: 12, 18-19, 14:27, 29, 
16: 11, 14, 26: 11-13), 27 "for he has no portion or inheritance with you" 
(RSV). If Josh 21: 1-42, the list of Levitical cities, is indeed tenth cen
tury in date,28 we have a further indication of Levites distributed 
throughout the land; when Jeroboam passed over them as celebrants at 
the sanctuaries of Bethel and Dan (I Kings 12: 31), some at least of the 
northern Levites came south to Judah (II Chron 11: 13-17) and may 
have been distributed in the cities which Rehoboam fortified at the be
ginning of his reign (so Mazar) , as well as in the original Levitical cities 
of the south. 

We can claim with confidence this much: Levites were distributed 
broadly throughout the land, in fortified cities and towns, and probably 
in villages as well. This is as true of the north as of the south. This dis
tribution persisted during the period of the united monarchy and after the 
division of the kingdom. We have what certainly appears to be a teaching 
function lodged with them, particularly related to law, but to law within 
Torah, which includes both theology and ethic. We have indications of 
their participation in the administration of justice and in the interpreta
tion of law. The Chronicler gives an abundance of evidence that they 
were skilled at singing, especially, of course, in relation to the sanctuar
ies. This much is not conjecture; what follows obviously is. Could these 
people be the ones who developed a new genre for the teaching of Torah 
and of what right living involves, and had involved, in Israel? This is a 
guess, but it is a possibility to be reckoned with. It would have been an 
additional way for the priestly families to carry out their role of theolog
ical educators of Israel, an expansion which fills an otherwise unfilled 
gap in the panorama of the institutions of ancient Israel. 

The other possibility, that the story-tellers were wise women, is not as 
easy to document. We start from the story in II Sam 14: 1-20, in which 
Joab selects a wise woman from Tekoah as the one to weave a story for 
King David, which turns out to be allegorical, in order to persuade him 
to bring Absalom back to the court. As we have it, Joab puts into her 
mouth the words she is to say. That may be so, but the scene that unfolds 
involves a nicely wrought, if very short, story of an injustice being done 
in the name of the dictates of justice; this is followed by the wise wom
an's having to adjust to the king's response with responses of her own. 

21Wright, VT 4 (1954), 328. 
28 W. F. Albright, "The List of Levitical Cities," in Louis Ginzberg Jubilee Volume, 

eds. A. Marx et al., English section (New York: American Academy for Jewish Re
search, 1945), pp. 49-73; B. Mazar, "The Cities of the Priests and the Levites," VT 
Supplement 7 (1960), 193-205. 
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One cannot help wondering, then, whether this woman was chosen pre
cisely for her quick wits and for her adeptness at telling the story well. 
A story within a story, and a wise woman at the center of it! 

Still within the Court History of David (II Sam 9-20) there ap
pears another wise woman, the one who persuades the town of Abel
beth-maacah to tum over the rebel Sheba to Joab (20: 14-22). No 
stories here, but the wise woman cites an old adage, which has become 
scrambled in the transmission of the text, along the lines of "Ask coun
sel in Abel; in Dan it shall be settled."29 She goes on to speak of the tra
ditional role of the town in settling disputes. 

Finally, there are the words of the "wisest" of the women around 
Sisera's mother, in Judg 5: 29-30, which contain a snippet of a victory 
song the women intend to sing upon the successful return of Sisera
which of course does not materialize. Women as singers in Israel are a 
well-documented phenomenon, especially in victory and mourning song 
(Miriam, in Exod 15:21; Deborah, in Judg 5:12 [see Boling, ad loc.]; 
Jephthah's daughter, in Judg 11: 34, and cf. vs. 40; Jer 9: 17-22[He
brew, vss. 16-21]; Jer 31:13, etc.). It is reported in the annals of Se
nacherib that Hezekiah's tribute to the Assyrian court included singers, 
both male and female (Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old 
Testament, ed. James B. Pritchard, 2d. ed. [Princeton University Press, 
1955], p. 228). Figurines from Palestinian excavations, all dating from 
the eleventh to the eighth century, show a woman with what has been 
identified as a tambourine held over her left breast;30 relics of a Canaan
ite background, in all likelihood, they suggest nonetheless the role of 
women as singers and dancers in Israel (see illustration 1 ) . May these 
women, especially the "wise women," be a locus of the story-telling art in 
ancient Israe17a1 

THE DATE OF COMPOSITION 

There are implications for determining the date of Ruth in much of 
what has already been said. We have maintained that it is the early 
stories, in Genesis, in the Court History, in Judges, in I Kings 22: 1-
36, and in the Job prose frame, which afford the most effective basis for 
comparison to our story. Along with these parallels in genre, we have 

29 See the perceptive comment of H. W. Hertzberg, I & 11 Samuel: A Commentary, 
tr. J. S. Bowden (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1964), pp. 370, 373. 

80 See conveniently the description, with catalogue of comparable specimens, in P. 
W. Lapp, BASOR 173 (February 1964), 39-40, together with Lapp's correcting ob
servation in BA 30 (1967), 24-25. 

81 I am grateful to Eunice B. Poethig for a seminar paper written in February 1974 
at McCormick Seminary on this subject, and for subsequent conversations. 
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implied that the theological perspective of the book fits well into the early 
monarchic period. At the same time, however, we have acknowledged 
that there probably was a period of oral transmission of the story. Taking 
all of this together, and assuming that the reference to David in 4: l 7b is 
integral to the story, we have date brackets which would run from about 
950 to about 700 B.C.E. Before we attempt to be more precise, we must 
turn to a range of objections to this early date which have flourished in 
studies of the Ruth book and tend still to dominate the discussion.82 

One group of indications for a late date is linguistic in nature. First of 
all, there are alleged to be Aramaisms throughout the text, which point to 
a time when the influence of the Aramaic language upon Hebrew be
came significant, and that persumably means after the Babylonian exile. 
As scholars have studied Ruth, the number of alleged Aramaisms has 
steadily declined, so that by the time of the fine philological commen
tary of Joiion (Commentaire), published in 1924, only four seemed com
pelling. These included the expression "to take wives" in 1 :4, the diffi
cult "would you wait" in 1: 13, and two words in 4:7, the ones translated 
"to confinn" and "would draw off." Many would still point in addition 
to the odd "for them" which occurs twice in 1 : 13 and "would you re
strain yourselves" in the same verse. The fact is, as the NOTES on each 
of these explains in detail, that there is nothing compelling about any of 
these, either as Aramaisms or as necessarily late vocabulary. When Wag
ner published his catalogue of Aramaisms in Old Testament Hebrew,83 

he listed only the two verbs in 1 : 13 as vocabulary examples and could 
find no Aramaic grammatical constructions. 

Another linguistic characteristic often claimed to indicate lateness is an 
alleged confusion of grammatical forms indicating gender. There are 
seven places in the Ruth text where what appears to be a masculine 
plural suffix is used with a feminine plural antecedent. The third NoTE 
to 1 : 8 has tackled this question by observing that on every occasion of this 
phenomenon in Ruth the antecedent is two women. There are compar
able instances in other narrative texts, most of them early, and I have 
proposed (following the lead of F. I. Andersen) that we have instead 
evidence of a feminine dual suffix which is probably archaic and dialectal. 
Apart from this group, the only apparent instance of gender confusion 
is in 1 :22, where what looks like the masculine plural pronoun is used 
to refer to Naomi and Ruth; the last NoTE on that verse suggests a valid 

82 For the most recent defense of a late date, see R. Gordis, pp. 243-46; cf. J.-L. 
Vesco, O.P., pp. 235-47, and J. Gray, pp. 398-400. 

88 M. Wagner, Die lezikalischen und grammatikalischen Aramaismen In a/ttesta
mentlichen Hebriilsch (Berlin: Topelmann, 1966); for a set of cogent principles which 
should govern drawing chronological conclusions based on the occurrence of Ara
maisms, see A. Hurvitz, "The Chronological Significance of 'Aramaisms' in Biblical 
Hebrew," Israel Exploration Journal 18 (1968), 234-40. 
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alternative there as well. One other possible place is at 1 : 13 (but see 
the NOTE there), and there is contention over whether the final verb in 
3: 15 should read "and she went" instead of "and he went" (again see 
the pertinent NOTE). In short, confusion of grammatical gender indica
tors is not a characteristic of the text of Ruth. 

The reader will find a few places where grammatical and syntactic 
constructions occurring elsewhere only in one or several late passages are 
used to help understand something in Ruth. For example, in 1 : 12 there is 
a use of the word gam, usually "also," as a conjunction, a usage par
alleled only in Ps 119:23. The NoTE on this construction gives the rea
sons why this may well have been a syntactic usage available in Hebrew 
but not much used, perhaps because it belonged to a regional dialect. In 
no case does Ruth employ vocabulary, morphology, or syntax which is 
inescapably late, and for which the comparative material is all in clearly 
late passages, with the one possible exception of the ~diom "to take wives" 
in 1:4, where the verb is n.f instead of the usual lqf:z. This idiom does 
appear in Judg 21 :23, which may stem from the Deuteronomistic editor 
but almost certainly contains old traditionary material. All other uses of 
the idiom belong to the language of the Chronicler. 

We have, then, strikingly few indications of late linguistic character
istics in Ruth. On the other hand, we find many instances of early usage, 
and the problem here becomes one of determining whether these are 
archaic, archaistic, or conceivably dialectal. All of these have been listed 
by Myers in MLLF. Included are six examples of what the grammars call 
the paragogic letter nun, probably the relic of an originally longer spelling 
and generally characteristic of older texts. Four of the six in Ruth occur on 
second person feminine singular imperfect verbs, at 2:8, 2:21, 3:4, and 
3: 18. The occurrence of this form of the verb is quite rare; three other in
stances appear in I Sam 1 : 14; Jer 31: 22; and Isa 45: 10. The other two 
examples in Ruth are third person plurals, both in 2:9. Two other 
probably archaic verb forms in Ruth are second person feminine singular 
perfects in 3 : 3 and 4 (see the first NOTE on 3 : 3) . Then there is an odd 
spelling of a verb in 2: 8-see textual note " to the translation-which 
Myers (MLLF, pp. 10, 17) thinks may be archaic. These nine verb 
forms constitute a group to be reckoned with. But it is important to note 
that all of them occur in the speeches of Boaz and Naomi. It seems a much 
more likely explanation that our story-teller employs them to indicate 
the senior status of the two. In addition, the ones in 3: 3 and 4 are used 
in an artistically balanced way to round off two series of verbs. These 
forms were carefully chosen and properly used by the story-teller; they 
are in one sense archaistic, but they appear to belong to the living lan
guage of the story-teller's time and place. 

Other old usages include the term "sister" in 1 : 15 (see the NOTE), the 
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name Shadday for God in 1: 20-21, and the possible occurrence of an 
archaic divine epithet mii'ed in 1:13 (see the fourth NOTE on that verse). 
All three are ambiguous; they may represent conscious archaizing on the 
part of the story-teller, but all seem to be just the right terms to get across 
a point and thus are used with full knowledge of their impact in the larger 
dimensions of the story-and their impact on the audience. 

Finally there is the unusual orthography of the word translated "pla
teau" of Moab, occurring at 1: 1, 2, 6, and 22, while the usual spelling 
occurs at 1 :6, 2:6, and 4:3. This is not an accident, since the same 
word when it is applied to the fields around Bethlehem is always spelled 
in the usual way. This may be an archaic term with the specific meaning 
of "plateau," but is more likely a by-form (Myers) or dialect variant. Its 
chronological significance is nil. 

What about this matter of dialect variation? The NOTES venture the 
following as belonging to peculiar dialect, even if that means only the 
argot of the countryside as opposed to the more fully attested cosmopoli
tan language of the political and religious centers: "plateau" (seven 
times, beginning in 1: 1), the feminine dual suffix (seven times, begin
ning at 1:8), the syntax with gamin 1:12, possibly liihen in 1:13, pos
sibly "sister" in 1: 15, and 'iiniih for "Where?" in 2: 19. This list could 
probably be augmented by several of the terms belonging to the social 
structure of the towns, to which we shall return later. 

In sum, no linguistic datum points unerringly toward a late date. In
deed, the impact is just the opposite. While a number of features may be 
conscious archaisms, they are not used randoinly or unknowingly; there 
is nothing artificial about them. The language of Ruth is language of the 
monarchic period, tinged with the archaic. The archaic features may be 
due to a "cultural lag" in the countryside, but the overall impression is 
one of close relationship to stories stemming from the tenth and ninth 
centuries, the time of J and E and the Court History. On language alone, 
one would be justified in leaning toward the earlier part of our spread 
950-700 B.C.E. 

Three other chronological arguments are frequently met with. The first 
is that the appropriate occasion for the composition of a story like Ruth 
would be the time of the Jewish community under Ezra and Nehemiah, 
when two presumed streams were flowing, one of narrow nationalism 
which would put away foreign wives and purify the community from 
foreign contamination (Ezra 9-10; Neh 13:23-29) and the other of a 
new universalistic theological perspective presumed to find its classic ex
pression in the exilic prophecy of Deutero-Isaiah. According to this 
argument, Ruth was a protest paper by the universalists against the 
stringency of Ezra-Nehemiah nationalism, based on the subtle reminder 
that David's great-grandmother was a Moabitess. 

The contrast presumed by those who argue in this fashion, between 
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narrow nationalism and wide universalism, is to my mind vastly over
drawn and is at the same time seen as pertinent to a much too confined 
period of time. In any case, Ruth is anything but a polemical piece, and it 
is highly debatable that such an approach to polemic is to be found in any 
Old Testament writing-including, by the way, Jonah, which many com
mentators think of as late and polemical. The entire proposal has far too 
modem a ring, as the majority of recent commentators agree. Indeed, if 
the author of Ruth really meant to oppose nationalism, Deut 7; 3 and I 
Kings 11: 1-2 suggest that such opposition would have been just as badly 
needed at the time of the Deuteronomic historian, and probably consid
erably earlier! Streams of thought making for openness to foreigners and 
to the nations around Israel were in full flow from early in Israel's life 
as a nation-as the marriages of David and Solomon attest, even with
out considering such prophetic materials as the first two chapters of 
Amos. Without other cogent reason to look to the exilic period as the 
date of Ruth, this argument carries little if any weight. 

Another argument for late date is constructed around the relation be
tween legal prescriptions concerning gleaning, inheritance rights for 
women, levirate marriage, and redemption responsibility on the one 
hand, and the portrayal of "law-in-action" in Ruth on the other. Stated 
most baldly, this argument works on the assumption that the date as
signed to the various law-codes, for example Deuteronomy 12-26 in the 
late seventh century, the Holiness Code of Leviticus 17-26 in the early 
sixth century and the P code in the exilic period, is the date when the var
ious laws they contain first came into effect. In subtle ways, this assumption 
continues to operate.34 The result is the claim that stories which show the 
laws being applied must date later than the codes. Much of the COMMENT 
on Section IV is devoted to stating a different understanding of the so
called law codes, and we will touch on the matter again below, but it is now 
all but universally agreed that such an approach to Israelite law misses the 
mark widely. Indeed, this commentary will contend that arguments which 
run in the opposite direction, tracing a unilinear development within our 
scattered resources, are also of relatively little value for deciding date. 
Thus, a development in levirate practice running down a single track 
from Genesis 38 to Ruth to Deut 25:5-10 is very unlikely. The argument 
from comparative law should be removed from the discussion of the 
date of Ruth completely. 

Finally, there is the matter of the explanatory sentences in 4:7. Ru
dolph (pp. 27f.) has asserted, and I support him, that this verse is not a 
gloss, but rather forms an integral part of the context in which it appears 
(unlike a passage to which it is often compared, I Sam 9 : 9) . The ques-

34 As an example of its subtle operation, see M. David, Het huwelijk van Ruth 
(1941), and ''The Date of the Book of Ruth," Oudtestamentische Studiiin 1 (1942), 
55-63. 
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tion is how long a period of time is needed for a custom to become suffi
ciently obscure to require explanation of this sort. Need there be a major 
disruption, such as the Babylonian exile, between the "now" and the 
"formerly"? Rudolph answers the second question in the negative, but 
his section on the date of Ruth, which proposes a similar set of chrono
logical brackets to what we have proposed here, finally comes to its de
cision on the basis of a need for at least something of a gap in time be
tween Solomon's reign and the telling of the story. Some time is needed 
for 4:7 to have any meaning and also for the term "judges," as a des
ignation of the amphictyonic office, to have settled down as a fixed term 
to describe a by-gone era. Result for Rudolph: rather later in the period 
between the tenth and the seventh centuries than earlier. 

This is a cogent judgment. We ought not to forget, however, that the 
transitions from the amphictyonic period to the early monarchy, and then 
from the united monarchy to the division of the kingdom, were times of 
considerable disruption and also times for alteration of older ways of 
thinking to accommodate the idea of monarchy. Taking everything we have 
looked at here together, my own suspicion is that the Ruth book belongs 
earlier in the spread 950-700 than later. I can imagine its origins to lie 
in the Solomonic period, and its fixing in writing to have taken place in 
the ninth century. If the reader will take it for what it is, why not hazard 
a guess: Could the story have become fixed, with embellishments of its 
strong interest in right judgment and care for the unfortunates, in some 
relationship to the Jehoshaphat reform, in the second quarter of the 
ninth century B.c.E. (II Chron 17, 19:4-11)? 

THE THEOLOGY 

The larger part of each of the COMMENT portions in this volume is 
given over to probing the theological insights of the Ruth story. The 
reader will want to come at theological questions in the way the story
teller sought to present them; all that should be done here, then, is to 
summarize briefly the highlights of the story's impact theologically. I 
do so under four headings. 

The Activity of Gocfd5 

It is correct to observe that God's activity in the Ruth book is very 
much that of the one in the shadows, the one whose manifestation is not 

BG The excellent monograph of R. M. Hals, The Theology of the Book of Ruth, 
could have been noted at a number of points previously in the Introduction. Its deci
sion about the date of Ruth is very close to the one defended here, as is its under
standing of the literary style e.nd the architecture of the book. Especially useful is its 
analysis of the comparisons to be found between Ruth e.nd the story literature of the 
"Solomonic Enlightenment." 
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by intervention but by a lightly exercised providential control. It is equally 
correct to say as well that God is the primary actor in the drama. His 
presence is signaled not only by the direct assertion of the story-teller at 
1 : 6 and 4: 13, but also by a constant stream of blessings and invocations, 
together with Naomi's complaint, which are spoken in his name. Of spe
cial note among these occurrences in speeches is that crucial occasion in 
1: 17 when for the one and only time in the book the name "Yahweh" 
falls from Ruth's lips-at the climax of her "return" to join the people of 
God. More subtly, his presence is indicated by four delightful touches of 
the story-teller: he is obviously, but of course not explicitly, behind the 
"luck" which brings Ruth to Boaz' field in 2: 3; twice, his activity lies be
hind the emphasizing particle which introduces just the right person to the 
scene at just the right time (Boaz in 2:4, and the near redeemer in 
4:1); finally, he hovers behind the words of Naomi at 3:18, when she 
advises Ruth to "sit tight" until she sees "how the matter will fall out." 

The single most characteristic way in which the story-teller makes God 
manifest, however, is by working out a correspondence between the way 
God acts and the way the people in the story act. Blessing, invocation, 
even complaint, all express ways in which God is expected to work out 
his will for the people who are involved in this openly human story-and 
in each case it is the people, living as they are to live under God's sov
ereignty, who proceed to work it out. Boaz describes God as the one un
der whose wings Ruth has come to seek refuge, but it is the wing of Boaz 
under which Ruth finds the resolution of her needs and the needs of the 
mother-in-law for whom she has taken responsibility (1:12 with 3:9). 
Naomi in her bitterness complains that Yahweh has brought her back 
"empty," implying that it is he who ought to get at rectifying the situa
tion. but it is Boaz who will not send Ruth home to her mother-in-law 
"empty" (1 :21 with 3: 17). Naomi invokes Yahweh as the one to grant 
the girls to find security, but it is she who plans the way to gain security 
for Ruth (1: 9 with 3: 1). It is Yahweh who is implored to do J;zesed with 
the two girls and is blessed for not having forsaken his l;zesed (1 : 8 and 
2: 20) , but it is first the two girls, and then Ruth even more so, who carry 
out that J;zesed ( 1: 8 and 3: 10). God is present and active in the Ruth 
story especially in the way in which the people behave toward one an
other. God it is who brings about shalom in the context of this town, 
among these people, through the caring responsibility of human beings 
for one another. 

The Prospect of besed-living 

The Ruth story does not represent the style of life which exercises car
ing responsibility as a foregone conclusion for God's people. It is por
trayed as attainable, but elusive. Two particular motifs indicate the diffi
culties involved. The first is the way in which Orpah and the near 
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redeemer behave. It can be said of Orpah that she like Ruth has exercised 
J:zesed in her life with her mother-in-law after the death of all the men of 
the family in Moab. If the story-teller means this, he has thereby height
ened the remarkable character of Ruth, who will be praised by Boaz for 
two acts of J:zesed at 3: 10. The near redeemer is a foil for Boaz in some
what the same way. There are, then, people who do not do all that ought 
to be done to bring about needed relief in the very mundane matter of 
caring for widows and keeping alive one of the families of the town. 

The second motif which points up the difficulty is the subject of the 
mysterious scene at the threshing floor. With intricate artistry, the story
teller gets across that the outcome is by no means predictable. It is hard 
to avoid the conclusion that temptation is a distinct ingredient here, temp
tation combined with risk. We cannot be sure that things would have 
been substantially altered had Boaz had intercourse with Ruth there 
and the act been discovered. But the point seems to be that under very 
compromising circumstances these two proceeded to carry forward the 
story's almost burdensome determination that things will be done in the 
proper manner. 

The impact is that living out a righteous and responsible life is a matter 
of determination to do so. The story-teller, not by being preachy but by 
portraying people living so, commends for his audience one of several 
available choices. Combined with this is a particular way of looking at 
the matter of reward. In a sense it can be said that such living is re
warded, but it must also be said that such reward lies with the God who 
first himself "rewards" his people with his presence as their God. Before 
one concludes that Ruth is mechanically rewarded for her faithfulness 
to her mother-in-law and for her sense of responsibility, one wants to re
call that there has been an inexplicable famine which set this story in 
motion, and there has been an inexplicable series of calamities which 
complicated the situation severely. Furthermore, there has been an amel
ioration of the famine in Judah, which sets the stage for the return of 
Naomi and Ruth. And there is that undercurrent of complaint, to which 
we shall return below. There is no mechanical doctrine of reward and 
punishment here; there is instead the commendation of a style of living 
which can be blessed by the God who would have it so among his peo
ple. 

Covenant and Law 

Much of what has been said can be arranged under the theological 
structure of the covenant between God and his people, a covenant which 
during the past twenty years has become so much a matter of discussion 
and elucidation. The COMMENT to 1 : 6-22 and to chapter 2 gives some 
idea of its dynamic and commends Delbert Hillers' fine book on the sub-
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ject. Is that frame of reference operative in Ruth? I venture that it is. 
Certain key words which are central to covenant language put in their 
appearance in Ruth, such as "clung" in 1: 14, "seen to the needs" (He
brew pqd) in 1 :6, and the very word J;iesed. In Ruth, they especially re
fer to relationship on the horizontal level; if what we have just said about 
the correspondence of human and divine will is valid, however, this is 
what we should expect in Ruth. 

One of the corollaries of the covenant model is that law in ancient 
Israel is to be thought of on two levels, the level of overarching policy 
and the level of actual cases when policy is applied. The sovereign God 
commands from his people obedience to stipulations of policy, policy 
which is effectively summed up in the combination of loving God whole
heartedly and single-mindedly and of loving neighbor as oneself. Case 
law consists of examples of how to do this. In the Ruth story, opportunity 
for obeying basic stipulation with specific action and application of per
tinent custom is repeatedly the subject. Custom is clearly adapted and 
given new application so as to meet the basic need. All of the decisions 
to be made and acts to be taken are governed by the overarching com
mitments of honoring God by caring for neighbor. 

The Ruth story portrays covenant life within a particular social situa
tion. The NOTES and COMMENTS return to this theme again and again. 
In particular, it is suggested that there are signals throughout the story of 
a social structure which is aimed at enshrining social righteousness. I have 
ventured an interpretation of two obscure terms, translated "covenant
brother" in 2: 1 and "covenant circle" in 3: 2, which suggest that there is 
more than simply a matter of family self-interest involved in this story. 
We can only guess at all the ties which bound people in a small town 
like Bethlehem and impelled them toward mutual responsibility. The 
suggestion put forward is that these ties were manifold, extending beyond 
family to wider circles of association and ultimately to the responsibili
ties of "the gate," the assembly, of the entire town. In all of these ties, the 
story-teller is asserting, there is a way in which life is meant to be lived. 
And under that commended style of living, all law, all decision-making 
in judicial situations, is simply the means to an end. 

Complaint and Celebration 

Beginning at 1: 14 and continuing in verses 20-21, there rings forth a 
cry from Naomi which takes the form of complaint; couched in language 
containing strong juridical terms, and aimed at Shadday as the name of 
God as well as at Yahweh, it is in effect an indictment of God. To put the 
matter in covenant terms, it is a charge of unfaithfulness directed at the 
God whose relationship to his people is squarely based upon the pre
supposition of his faithfulness and trustworthiness. It is one of the charac-
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teristic postures of God's people, who place their trust so completely in him 
that they cannot understand when events suggest that God has abandoned 
them. Such complaint occurs frequently in the Bible, a way, as it were, of 
bringing a lawsuit against God by those who have been led to trust him. 
Looked at from this perspective, it is in a very real sense a profound af
firmation of faith! 

One important undercurrent of the Ruth story is the complaint of Naomi 
and its steady resolution. We sense the progress of her mood as the story 
progresses. After her outcry, she next appears as passively giving ap
proval to Ruth's plan to set forth to glean in 2:3. When Ruth returns from 
gleaning, it is as though a slim ray of light has penetrated her troubled soul, 
as she greets Ruth with a question and an immediate blessing upon who
ever it was who showed regard for Ruth. When she learns that it was Boaz, 
the ray becomes a beam, and her passivity gives way to activity, both in 
terms of a dawning of a plan and, perhaps more important, of a bless
ing expressed in the name of Yahweh, who has seemed her enemy. By 
the end of chapter 3, she can counsel Ruth to bide her time, in the confi
dence that things are now manifestly on their way to a conclusion and a 
resolution. Her part in the scene at the city gate is purely as a part of the 
background-it seems quite possible that she was not even aware of the 
piece of property which Boaz makes the pivotal factor in the juridical 
proceeding. Once that scene is over, however, she returns to center stage, 
along with the women who had heard her outcry in 1:20-21, in a scene 
of pure joy and celebration. All of this our story-teller handles with a 
deftness which is as effective as anything he does with his words. The final 
spoken words in the book come from the women celebrating Naomi's joy 
as she holds the lad who replaces her own sons to her bosom: "A son is 
born to Naomi!" 

We have already suggested the important role this undercurrent motif 
plays in the overall story. A casual reading of the book might suggest that 
life is indeed idyllic in this lovely town in the countryside of Judah. But 
life is not like that, and our story-teller is as cognizant of this as he is of the 
validity of what Boaz and Ruth do for Naomi. In his story, he has made 
Naomi the profound recipient. Appropriately, then, it is around her that 
the scene is built which concludes the story in an outpouring of celebra
tion. 

CANONICAL STATUS AND CANONICAL PLACE 

The canonical status of the book of Ruth seems all but assured, if by 
that one means the recognition of its authority by the late first-century c.E. 
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councils within Judaism. The one indication otherwise is a single sentence 
in Tractate Megillah of the Babylonian Talmud (folio 7a; seep. 36 of the 
19 3 8 Soncino edition) . Here there is the barest hint of polemic in the 
assurance that Ruth, Song of Songs, and Esther "make the hands un
clean," i.e., are authoritative. As the context shows, the rabbis were de
bating the canonicity of Esther at great length, but they make no other 
mention of Ruth. There seems to be nothing polemical about the assertion 
that Ruth was written by Samuel, which appears in Baba Bathra, folio 
14b (p. 71 of the 1935 Soncino edition). Nor does any evidence to the 
contrary appear from Qumran, which has yielded fragments of four 
manuscripts of Ruth-the same number as are attested of Samuel, Jere
miah, Song of Songs, and Lamentations. The far more complicated 
problem is where in the canon the book was placed. 

With the Prophets or the Writings? 

There are fundamentally two traditions pertaining to its placement, one 
of which has its own set of complications. According to one tradition, 
Ruth seems to have been included in the second part of the canon, the 
Prophets, and all the indications are that it was located immediately 
after Judges, in the position it occupies according to the Septuagint, the 
Vulgate, and in Christian tradition ever since. Josephus seems to have 
thought of this as its place. In Against Apion 1.8, he speaks of twenty-two 
books which pass canonical muster; the only way to make that come out 
correctly, short of assuming that he denied canonicity to such books as 
Esther and Song of Songs,88 is to assume that Ruth was counted with 
Judges, and Lamentations with Jeremiah. Jerome, in his Prologue to 
Samuel and Kings, gives the same twenty-two datum as the position 
held by the majority of Jews, and says explicitly that one way this was 
achieved was to attach Ruth to Judges; he also notes, however, that "not 
a few" put Ruth and Lamentations in the third part of the canon, the 
Writings. Apparently this was his own view, since in his Prologue to 
Daniel he mentions that the Writings contained eleven books, a figure 
which calls for numbering Ruth and Lamentations among them. In short, 
then, there is a tradition, probably held in hellenized Jewish circles, that 
Ruth belongs after Judges, but it is difficult to push back to the origins of 
this tradition. 

The problem is that little more can be said about the pedigree of the 
contrary position, namely that Ruth was originally among the Writings. 
4 Ezra 14:44-46 (II Esdras 14:44-46; see Myers, I & II Esdras, AB, 
vol. 42, ad loc.), approximately contemporary with Josephus in the late 
first century c.E., almost certainly transmits a figure of twenty-four for 
the authoritative books, which would admit Ruth and Lamentations to 

88 L. B. Wolfenson, Hebrew Union College Annual 1 (1924), lSl-78. Wolfenson's 
useful catalogue will be referred to again below simply by using his name. 
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the Writings and give them each a separate status. This accords with 
Baba Bathra 14b, which states the order of the Writings and places Ruth 
first, ahead of Psalms and the other nine. The tractate then goes on to 
make it clear that the criterion is chronological, Ruth coming first because 
Samuel wrote it, followed by Psalms written by David, Proverbs written 
by Solomon, and so on. Almost all students of the subject agree now that 
this position for Ruth antedates its being moved to a position with the 
other four "little scrolls," the Megillot, namely Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, 
Lamentations, and Esther. 

With Ruth in the Megillot, the question then becomes one of what order 
these little five will tak:e. One arrangement, which seems to have arisen 
sometime between the sixth and the ninth centuries c.E., has them in the 
order of the Jewish festivals at which they were read: Song of Songs (Pass
over), Ruth (Weeks, or Shabuoth, because of the harvest setting and be
cause of the story's pertinence to law and law-giving), Ecclesiastes (Taber
nacles, or Sukkoth), Lamentations (ninth of Ab) and Esther (Purim). This 
is the order they take in most printed editions of the Hebrew Bible pub
lished before 1937. That was the year when the third edition of Biblia 
Hebraica (BH8 ) appeared, its text based on a superb manuscript from Len
ingrad which represented the work of the ben Asher family of Masoretes. 
This manuscript antedated by several centuries the one tak:en as norma
tive up to that time, from the ben J:layyim family. In BH8 the order is: 
Ruth, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations, and Esther. This order 
may represent a chronological arrangement within the Megillot: Ruth 
pertaining to David, Song of Songs from Solomon's younger years, Ec
clesiastes from his wise old age, Lamentations from the time of the exile, 
and Esther from the Persian period. This makes sense, but still another 
factor must also be taken into account. In the Leningrad text, and in a few 
other canonical arrangements charted by Wolfenson, Ruth as the first of 
the Megillot follows immediately upon Proverbs; the order of the large 
books, Psalms, Proverbs, and Job, is instead Psalms, Job, Proverbs. I 
submit we must consider the possibility that Ruth follows Proverbs be
cause of a link in their subject matter, specifically that Proverbs concludes 
with an acrostic poem celebrating a ''worthy woman," in Hebrew 'eset lµIyl, 
and Ruth then goes on to describe just such a woman, calling her an 'eset 
l;layl in 3: 11. In short, chronological or calendrical considerations may 
provide criteria for arrangements, but so may considerations of subject 
matter. 

Modem commentators agree that, whatever the internal order, the tradi
tion which places Ruth among the Writings rather than after Judges must 
be original. All Jewish tradition treats the book as an entity and not as an 
appendage to Judges. And it is difficult to see why a book would be moved 
out of the Prophets portion of the canon into the Writings, while a "pro-
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motion" in the opposite direction would be more easily understood. Never
theless I would caution that there is a great deal more to be learned in this 
regard, especially on the question of the canonical status of the Prophets 
section of the canon, from the intensive study of the Dead Sea scrolls.37 

Furthermore, I think we should not dismiss from consideration that one 
cause for the fluidity in the relative location of Ruth may have to do with 
matters of content. 

That leads to one other consideration. In his analysis of the final, dis
heartening episode of the book of Judges, in chapters 19-21, R. G. Boling 
has proposed that this story was appended to the Judges book, as first con
structed by the Deuteronomic historian, by a Deuteronomistic editor of the 
exilic period. He drew upon "previously neglected traditionary units" in 
doing this.88 Boling also observes, in his NOTE on 19:24, that there are a 
number of correspondences in the story here to the book of Ruth. Some 
of the same sort of careful crafting is present (see Boling's COMMENT on 
chapter 19). There is a series of verbal correspondences which, when 
taken together, may suggest a relationship between the two stories. Thus, 
Judg 19: 23 and Ruth 1: 13 both use Hebrew 'al as an independent 
negative, two of only six occurrences in the OT. J udg 19 : 24 uses a suffix 
which must be analyzed as the archaic or dialectal feminine dual, com
parable to the seven instances of this phenomenon in Ruth. Judg 20:40 
uses hinneh as an expression of surprise, "lo and behold," in a manner 
recalling its usage in Ruth 2: 4 and 4: 1. In Judg 19: 6 and 22, the Levite 
and each of his hosts eat and drink until their hearts became "good" 
(merry); at least in the second instance the outcome is unexpectedly dire. 
This recalls the same idiom in the ambiguous circumstances of Ruth 3: 7. 
Then, of course, there is the fact that the Levite's concubine comes from 
Bethlehem in Judah. Finally, in Judg 21 :23 there occurs the only other 
preexilic use of the idiom "to take wives" using the verb nS', besides the 
use in Ruth 1 :4. 

On a broader scale, the two stories are completely contrastive. In 
Judges 19-21, everything is done wrongly. Old institutions are thoroughly 
misapplied. A Levite dismembers his dead concubine in order to call the 
amphictyonic muster, becoming, as Boling points out, a self-appointed 
judge. The muster produces a civil war and nearly wipes out one of its 
own tribes, the Benjaminites. In order to keep the letter of their own 
sworn oath not to supply wives for the remnant of the Benjaminites
whose idea was that?-they put Jabesh-Gilead to the sword and round up 
their virgin daughters; that proving insufficient, they allow the Ben.iamin
ites to thoroughly disrupt the annual festival of Yahweh at Shiloh. In 

87 See J. A. Sanders, "The Dead Sea Scrolls-A Quarter Century of Study," BA 36 
(1973), esp. 14~2. 

88 Boling, p. 276. 
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the whole miserable performance, they have obviously lost track of Yah
weh completely! Striking in this connection, perhaps, is the designation 
given to the Benjaminites who have fallen in 20:44 and 46; after all 
sorts of military designations throughout the narrative, here they are 
'anJe J:iayl, "prosperous men" (Boling) but also perhaps "substantial 
men," recalling the description of Boaz in 2: 1 and Ruth in 3 : 11. It is 
ironic that the victims of all this chaotic action are given the only acco
lades. And one more thing: in the Israel of which Judges 19-21 tells, the 
only person who will give the Levite and his concubine hospitality in 
Gibeah is a sojourner ( 19: 16). 

The contrast with the Ruth story is striking. Older commentators often 
observed that the placement of the Ruth story after the book of Judges 
was not due simply to their chronological connection, but also to the con
trast between the two portrayals. That contrast, however, really pertains 
to Judges 19-21 only. Here are convenant, custom, institutions gone awry, 
contrasted with a scene in which things go as they should, in which people 
make the right decisions, in which Yahweh is anything but lost. It is 
enough to suggest that there may have been an original connection be
tween Judges 19-21 (as redacted by the Deuteronomistic editor in the exilic 
period) and the Ruth story. If so, we may have evidence that the position 
of Ruth after the Judges book has antiquity and goes back six centuries 
earlier than is attested in the divided tradition preserved in Jewish and 
Christian resources of the early centuries c.E. 

THE TEXT 

In 1922, after years of research, Alfred Rahlfs published a remarkably 
thorough analysis of the Greek text of Ruth, that is, of all the great 
variety of textual tradition which is lumped under the general term 
Septuagint (LXX). 89 Rahlfs' study was a pilot project toward an attempt 
to study the entire Old Testament in this fashion, but Ruth was the only 
book to be given such an exhaustive treatment. What Rahlfs did was to 
analyze the fifty Greek manuscripts collated by Alan E. Brooke and 
Norman McLean in the "Cambridge Septuagint"40 and arrange them 
in families which represented recensions, that is, a series of attempts to 
bring the Greek translation into line with the Hebrew text prevailing at 
each stage when such an enterprise was undertaken. 

Rahl/s' Four Manuscript Families 

Rahlfs found four such families. The first is designated hexaplaric, be
cause it relates closely to the Septuagint text worked out by Origen, the 

au See in Bibliography, Rahlfs. 
40 The Old Testament in Greek, pp. 887-97. 
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third-century c.E. textual scholar, in the fifth column of his Hexapla. Ori
gen conformed this column to the Hebrew text fixed by the rabbis at the 
end of the first century c.E. as normative. Our fullest testimony to the Hex
apla is the Syriac translation of it known as the Syro-Hexapla; it retains the 
marks-asterisks and obeli-by which Origen indicated where the Septua
gint he had prepared showed plusses and minuses over against the He
brew text. 

Rahlfs' second family is the Lucianic (LXXL'), named after Lucian 
of Antioch who lived until about 311 c.E. The third he designated K, 
from Latin catena, "chain," because it contained readings characteristic 
of an exegetical enterprise of certain Christian fathers who arranged their 
comments in chain-like compendia. The fourth represented an unknown 
recension, and Rahlfs styled it R. When the cataloguing was complete, two 
great uncial manuscripts, the Alexandrinus (LXX A) of the fifth century 
c.E. and the Vaticanus (LXX8 ) of the fourth, were unclassified; they 
showed the greatest divergence from the hexaplaric recension of Origen, 
and Rahlfs concluded that they belonged back at the beginning of the 
whole process. LXX8 , he was confident, represented the Old Greek, as 
close a representative as was available of the original translation of the 
Hebrew into Greek in Egypt, which for Ruth probably took place in the 
second century B.C.E. or just possibly in the third century. LXXA was 
like LXX8 in many ways, but it did not seem to be as pure a representa
tive. If we tum all of this around into chronological order, LXX8 would 
represent the oldest stage, and the others would follow thereafter, as 
various scholars brought the Greek tradition into greater and greater con
formity to the Hebrew text, the final step being the hexaplaric one. 

I have left out a great deal of detail in this description, notably about 
the manuscripts which belong to the margins of one or another of the 
families but cross the boundaries at points, and about a few manuscripts 
which defy classification. But enough has been said to suggest the posi
tion in 1922, and Rahlls' portrayal as here outlined has dominated the 
discussion of the Septuagint in Ruth ever since. Using LXX8 as the 
standard, he went on to evaluate also the Old Latin, Vulgate, Syriac, 
Ethiopic, and Armenian versions in relation to it, and the guidelines were 
set for the text criticism of Ruth, at least until very recently. 

Another Recension 

The first breach in the wall was hardly noticeable. In 1921, Henry St. 
John Thackeray41 pointed out that a substantial portion of the text of 
LXX8 in the books of Samuel and Kings differed noticeably in style from 
the characteristics of the Old Greek translation attested elsewhere in these 
books. Apparently a substitution had been made, in II Sam 11 :2 through 
41 The Septuagint and Jewish Worship, Oxford University Press, 1921. 
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I Kings 2: 11 and in I Kings 22: 1 through the end of II Kings, of another 
Greek recension. The next step could not be taken until the Dead Sea 
scrolls came to light, and since then considerable definition has been given 
to this newly discovered recension. Dominique Barthelemy in 1963, and 
subsequently James D. Shenkel, Michael Smith, and John M. Grindel42 

are the chief contributors to discovering its features. 
Barthelemy gave the recension its name, Kaige, after the Greek word 

with which it regularly translated Hebrew gam, "also." In all, some 
twenty-six criteria, most of them involving the way in which Kaige always 
translates a particular Hebrew word, are now identified, so it is possible 
to search out the presence of this recension in other Old Testament books 
besides Samuel and Kings where it was first found. 

Is Ruth included in the Kaige recension? Twenty-two of the criteria 
are not applicable, because the words involved simply do not occur. Three, 
however, do apply clearly to the L:XXB of Ruth. Out of nine occurrences 
of Hebrew gam, LXXB translates with kaige six times; in five out of seven 
occurrences of the pronoun 'iinokl, "I," it uses the typical Kaige transla
tion ego eimi; at one point where Hebrew 'ls, usually "man," has the 
meaning "each" ( 3: 14), it uses anir instead of the more fluent hekastos. 
On one other criterion, it goes the way Kaige does, but the statistics are 
not conclusive: when the expression "in the eyes of," Hebrew b•'eyn
plus suffix, occurs with someone other than God as the object, Kaige 
always translates with en ophthalmois, while the Old Greek uses other 
expressions one-third of the time and en ophthalmois two-thirds of the 
time. Ruth's three instances, in 2:2, 10, 13, all use en ophthalmois. At 
the least, this last statistic does not overturn the rather strong indications 
that the LXXB of Ruth is not the Old Greek representative Rahlfs thought 
it was, but represents the Kaige recension. 

Hebrew Text Traditions 

It is Frank M. Cross48 who has brought some sensible order into this 
mass of data, by proposing a theory to account for the complex recen
sional development within the Greek translation tradition. He posits three 

42 Barthelemy, Les devanciers d' Aquila, VT Supplement 10 (1963); Shenkel, 
Chronology and Recensional Development in the Greek Text of Kings, Harvard 
University Press, 1968; Smith, "Another Criterion for the Kaige Recension," Biblica 
48 (1967), 443--45; Grindel, "Another Characteristic of the Kaige Recension," 
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 31 (1969), 449-513. The Introduction and chapter 1 of 
Shenkel's book give a very clear overview of the present state of research for those 
who wish to pursue this matter further. 

43 "The Contribution of the Qumran Discoveries to the Study of the Biblical Text," 
Israel Exploration Journal 16 (1966), 81-95, and ''The History of the Biblical Text 
in the Light of the Discoveries in the Judean Desert," Harvard Theological Review 
57 (1964), 281-99. 
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basic steps in the Greek development and, most important, three different 
Hebrew text types to which each of the three steps was related. In Egypt, 
one Hebrew text tradition which had developed a least for a century in 
isolation from other text traditions, was used as the basis for the Old 
Greek translation. In Palestine meanwhile, another text tradition was 
developing in its own way, also in isolation from the others. At a point in 
the second or early first century B.C.E., the Palestinian tradition served as 
the basis upon which the Old Greek was revised, and the witness to this 
Greek recension is the Lucianic family of manuscripts. Cross calls this 
recension "proto-Lucianic," since it predates the time of Lucian by some 
four hundred years. Hebrew texts in this tradition are turning up in great 
profusion among the Dead Sea scrolls. In Babylonia, Cross posits, still 
another Hebrew text tradition was developing, again in isolation, and it is 
this one which in the first century c.E. was the basis for another Greek 
revision, the Kaige. By and large, it is this last one which is closest to the 
Masoretic text which has come down to us. 

Notice what this means: there seem to have been three different places 
where Hebrew texts were developing, undergoing all the changes which 
isolated text traditions will undergo, maintaining some good old readings 
which the others will not maintain, experiencing the normal scribal errors 
of loss by haplography and gain by dittography, each showing a degree 
of expansion and conflation-with the proto-Lucianic being by far the 
most expansionist. For Ruth, access to this full panorama of Hebrew 
development is still gained primarily from the Greek recensions aug
mented by what little can be learned from the scraps from Qumran. Insofar 
as the three traditions can be recovered, they all need to be examined for 
good text readings. 

Implications for Ruth 

What does all this mean for Ruth? These observations seem to be 
warranted: 

1. L:XXB of Ruth is no longer to be taken as the touchstone for judging 
all the others, or for evaluating the versions. We apparently have no sure 
attestation of the Old Greek of Ruth, not even in LXX A, which remains 
a close ally of L:XXB and is apparently itself more or less a Kaige ex
emplar. 

2. Proto-Lucianic readings should be considered all the more care
fully as containing valuable variants. The reader will find such variants 
indicated with the siglum LXXL when they are found in the main ex
emplars of this tradition but not in the ones that are at the margins of the 
family, and by LXXL' when the whole group contains them. Once in a 
while mention will be made of the minor Lucianic witnesses, the ones at 
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the margin only. One other witness of the Lucianic recension is Theo
doret, a Christian exegete of the fifth century, who wrote a running com
ment on the book and quoted certain passages from it. 

3. The Old Latin (OL), preserved only in a few quotes in early 
Church fathers and in a manuscript from the ninth century now in Madrid 
(which seems to have suffered a tear near its conclusion and was aug
mented in its last few verses from the Vulgate), becomes an independent 
witness. 44 When it joins forces with the Lucianic witnesses, it becomes a 
force to be reckoned with. 

4. The Syriac, although partly dependent upon the LXX, has a rather 
unusual character. Gerleman has taken it quite seriously in his commen
tary, and studies it carefully on pp. 3-4 of his introduction. It adds ex
planations from time to time, which the NOTES will examine. Some of 
them are rather sensitive to the meaning; on the other hand, the Syriac 
seems not to have recognized some of the story-teller's more subtle tech
niques, and sometimes vitiates their impact by paraphrasing. 

5. Four Hebrew manuscripts of Ruth are attested from Qumran, two 
from Cave 2 which have been published,45 and two from Cave 4.46 The 
eight fragments of 2QRutha, probably datable to the first century c.E., 
contain a considerable portion of the text from the middle of chapter 2 to 
the early verses of chapter 4, and attest a Masoretic text type with no im
portant variants. Similarly, 4QRutha, which represents fourteen lines of 
the first chapter, is Masoretic in type, and affords only the one interesting 
variant, qoliim for qoliin, discussed in the second NoTE on 1 :9. A 
slightly earlier (first-century B.c.E.) manuscript is represented by the two 
small fragments of 2QRuthb; one fragment is too small even to be properly 
placed in the book, but the other contains parts of 3: 13-18 and has some 
striking variants. At the end of verse 14, it omits the word "the woman" 
and reads simply "that she came to the threshing floor." The versions 
show some divergence here, but none are as frugal as this. At the end of 
verse 15, this text adds the word sam, presumably "there," in the clause 
"and measured there six .M'iir-measures." Again this is anomalous. 
Finally, in Naomi's question to Ruth in 3:16, it reads miih, "what," instead 
of mi, "who." The meaning of Naomi's question is already a problem, 
and the versions had their own set of difficulties with it (see the NOTE) , 

44 A. Sperber, ''Wiederherstellung einer griechischen Textgestalt des Buches Ruth," 
Monatschrift fur Ge:rchichte und Wisse:ischaft des Judentums 81 (1937), 55-65, 
opposed Rahlfs' linkage of the OL to LXXB, seeing it instead as related to an other
wise unknown Greek translation, a judgment which now looks plausible. 

45 M. Baillet, J. T. Milik, and R. de Vaux, Les "petites grottd' de Qumrdn, Dis
coveries in the Judaean Desert, ill (Oxford: Clarendon, 1962), 71-75 and plates 
XIV and XV. 

46 My appreciation to Frank M. Cross, for permitting the use of the photographs 
of Ruth fragments from Cave 4. 
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but this new Hebrew reading does not untie the knot and is simply one 
more evidence of ancient wrestling with a difficult syntax. 

Even more perplexing is the first fragment of the two tiny pieces mak
ing up 4QRuthb. It contains the first word of each of four lines from 
chapter 1. Just to the left of these a piece of fiber thread attaches at two 
points, which seems to mean that another parchment was sewn on here, in 
the midst of a column, an odd state of affairs! As if this oddity were not 
enough, there seems to be no way to reconstruct the four lines which 
would run between each pair of words so that the lines would have even 
approximately the same length. What the nature of this manuscript is 
completely eludes me at this point, and must await further study to see if 
any sense can be made of it. 

6. The reader will find a great number of textual variants cited in this 
commentary, but relatively few are accepted unequivocally. In a number 
Of instances, it is proposed that two or more Vari.ant readings are valid, 
and may have stood as alternatives within the tradition viewed as a whole. 
That is, one old text tradition may have had one, another may have had 
another, and we cannot be sure that one is "original" and the other 
"secondary." The text of Ruth probably tolerated such divergences. I 
deem it better to show the reader the alternatives in these instances, to 
let him participate in sensing the process of passing the tradition as the 
book came down in what probably was a somewhat fluid state from the 
exilic period onward. 
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I. A FAMILY OF SOJOURNERS 
(1:1-5) 

1 1 Once, back in the days when the judges judged, there came a 
famine over the land, and a certain man went from Bethlehem of 
Judah to sojourn on the Moab plateau, he, his wife, and his twoa 
sons. 2 The man's name was Elimelek band his wife's narrie was 
Naomib, and the names of his two sons were Mahlon and Kilyon
Ephrathites from Bethlehem of Judah. They came to the Moab 
plateau, and there they settled. 

3 Then Elimelek, Naomi's husband, died, so that she was left, 
with her two sons. 4 They then took Moabite wives, the name of the 
first being Orpah and the name of the second Ruth, and they lived 
there about ten years. 5 Now also the two of them, Mahlon and Kil
yon, died, and the woman was bereft of her two lads and her hus
band. 

a LXXBL and the Syriac lack the word for "two." 
b-b LXXB omits by haplography the entire phrase. Elsewhere it joins the Lucianic 

group, Theodoret, and other Greek manuscripts of various families, in spelling Naomi 
with a final n; all LXX spellings have a preceding long-I vowel. The original Greek 
may have been working with a variant name ending in -in, but such a form eludes 
Hebrew explanation. 

NOTES 

1: 1. Once, back in the days when the judges judged, there came. Taken in 
combination, the five Hebrew words at the start of Ruth show unique syntax. 
They are wayhi, "and it happened," followed by "in the days of/the judging of/ 
the judges" followed by another wayhi, "and there was." OT books not infre
quently begin with a wayhi, but only in Joshua, Judges, Ezekiel, Esther, and 
Ruth does a time reference follow, and only in the last two is it in terms of "in 
the days of." Esther, like Gen 14:1; Isa 7:1; and Jer 1:3, goes on then to name 
a person, thus giving an absolute chronology to the sequel. Ruth follows with a 
very general time reference (compare II Kings 23:22 where the meaning is 
similar but the syntax different) which employs a cognate relationship of an in
finitive construct and a plural noun of spf, "to judge, rule." To this syntax can 
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be compared only Gen 36:31 (followed by I Chron 1 :43), "before the ruling of 
any king over the sons of Israel," where mlk is the root used and the reference 
is to the establishment of monarchy. After the time reference comes the second 
wayhi, virtually another story opener (see Gen 12:1 and 26:1). Many of the 
ancient versions found the combination redundant. LXX8 L and some other 
LXX manuscripts omit "in the days of," while Syriac reads simply "in the days 
of the judges." However, the OL, and the LXX versions which tend to conform 
back to the MT, rendered the entire phrase, even though the result was clumsy 
Latin or Greek. 

Frequently the first time reference is considered a later addition, perhaps 
after the fashion of the Deuteronomists. The unique sequence tells against this; 
structural considerations for the story as a whole urge maintaining the text as 
it is (see COMMENT). 

went from Bethlehem of Judah. Joiion (Commentaire, p. 31) is probably 
correct that the verb controls the phrase here (thus, not " ... a man from 
Bethlehem went . . ."). In verse 2 the focus will shift from places to persons. 
F. I. Andersen has observed in a letter to me, however, that, since the syntax 
allows either, the attempt here may be to identify the man by his village con
nection rather than by his district or generic association (see on verse 2, be
low). 

the Moab plateau. Seven times in Ruth a form of siideh, "field," is used in 
construct relation to Moab, at 1 : 1, 2, 6 (twice), 22, 2: 6, and 4: 3. On nine 
other occasions the term refers to land in Judah (see the second NoTE on 2:2). 
Orthographic difficulties arise only in the seven uses with Moab. In BH3, there 
are three occasions where the normal singular construct form fedeh is used, 
namely at 1 :6, 2:6, and 4:3. The other four have the consonants sdy, vocalized 
by the Masoretes as s•dey, ostensibly a plural construct but one unlike the nor
mal one for this feminine word, s•dot; BHl, based on a manuscript three centu
ries later than that used in BHa, had this form at 2:6 as well. The overwhelm
ing evidence is that the word is singular, and probably an old poetic form. The 
versions are unanimous in rendering singular, and various Hebrew manuscripts 
frequently normalize to the singular fedeh. Qumran fragment C62a from 
Cave 4 (unpublished; see Introduction), gives fedeh in 1: 1 and 2, the only 
two places it preserves the word. Myers (MLLF, p. 9) gives ample evidence 
of confusion in spelling of the word in other biblical books. See also the gram
mars (Joiion, § § 89b, 96Bf; Hans Bauer and Pontus Leander, Historische 
Grammatik der hebri:iischen Sprache des A/ten Testamentes [Tiibingen: Nie
meyer, 1922; repr. Hildesheim: Olms, 1965], § 731; cf. GKC, § 93ll. 

Moabite topography is well enough known, but a problem lies with the at
tempt to determine what parts of Moab might be in the story-teller's mind. 
Closest and most easily accessible to Bethlehem would be the north portion 
of what can be termed "ideal Moab." This lies north of the river Amon (mod
em Wadi Mojib) and extends to a line just north of the top of the Dead Sea, a 
rough square twenty-five miles on a side. Included are the "plains of Moab" 
(Num 22:1, 33:48ff., etc.), a part of the rift valley across the Jordan from 
Jericho. Stretching south from this rather well-watered and rich plot is flattish 
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tableland, its western flank rising abruptly from the Dead Sea to a point 3300-
3700 feet above the Dead Sea (2000-2400 feet above mean sea level). The 
tableland is marked by higher peaks such as Mount Nebo and by such key 
cities as Heshbon, Medeba, and Dibon among a host of Iron Age settlements. 
(See the results of N. Glueck's survey, Annual of the American Schools of 
Oriental Research 14 [1933-34); 15 [1934-35]; 18-19 [1937-39); 25-28 
[1945-48); cf. a convenient summary of the Iron Age sites in A. H. van Zyl, 
The Moabites [Leiden: Brill, 1960), pp. 61-101 and map.) 

This tableland is fertile and comparatively well-watered. The abrupt rise 
from the Dead Sea forms a rain barrage, so that the western half of this region 
gets a fair rainfall (about sixteen inches per year on the average but records 
are not kept in the modem towns). The wind, however, is relatively unimpeded, 
so that it is grass crops and pasturage which flourish, rather than orchards and 
vines. It is clear that conditions here can differ from those in the Judean hills 
around Bethlehem (against Gerleman, p. 14; cf. D. Baly, The Geography of 
the Bible [London: Lutterworth, 1957), p. 61; W. Reed, College of the Bible 
Quarterly 41 [1964), 5 f.). 

South of the Amon, the higher tableland reaching above 3000 feet and 
finally above 4000 extends down to the Zered (Wadi l;lesa), the natural bound
ary between Edom and Moab. Rainfall is less and irrigation potential in the 
deep wadis diminishes; this is more marginal land than the northern sector. 

Does the plausibility of a sojourn in Moab extend to historical matters? The 
issue is unclear because biblical data on control of the northern sector is diffi
cult to date and to interpret. Apparently Moab held the north first, lost it to 
Sihon the Amorite (Num 21 :26-30), and certainly regained it under King 
Mesha in the mid-ninth century e.c.E. (the inscription on the Moabite Stone 
of ca. 830 e.c.E.; cf. II Kings 3: 3-5). It was Sihon that Israel defeated in this 
area according to the accounts in Num 2:21 ff. and Deut 2:16ff., whereupon 
Reuben took the territory as its allotment (Numbers 32; Josh 13:15-23). A 
swarm of historical problems remain. Some surround Reuben and its territory 
(see K. Elliger, "Reuben," in The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, ed. G. 
A. Buttrick et al. [New York and Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), vol. R-Z, pp. 
53 ff.). Others are connected with why Numbers 22-24, about Balak, king of 
Moab, and Balaam, the professional curser, should follow upon the account of 
the defeat of Sihon. It is possible that Moab reoccupied the northern sector dur
ing the time of the Israelite judges; that is the implication of the story in Judg 3: 
12-30, in which Ehud assassinates Eglon, king of Moab, especially if verses 
28-30 are taken to mean that Israel pushed Moab back to the Jordan river 
fords only. However, Judg 11 :25, in Jephthah's elaborate argument with the 
Ammonites, implies just the opposite, namely that no attempt was made by 
Moab to reoccupy this territory. Perhaps all we can say at this stage of our 
knowledge is that Moab and Israel had a checkered relationship, sometimes of 
relative cordiality (hence David's delivery of his parents to the care of the 
Moabite king in I Sam 22: 3-4) possibly based on ancient kinship ties, and 
sometimes calling for the severe dictates of international struggle (hence the 
punishment of a recalcitrant vassal in II Sam 8:2). As for the setting of 
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Ruth, there is nothing intrinsically impossible, climatically or historically, 
about the portrayal of a Judean family finding a place to sojourn there. 

2. Elimelek. Ruth provides the only biblical use of this name, otherwise fre
quently attested in the onomasticon of the Late Bronze Age. In an Amarna 
letter from Jerusalem (J. A. K.nudtzon, Die El-Amarna-Tafeln [Leipzig: 
Hinrichs, 1915; repr. Aalen: Zeller, 1964], letter 286), dated about 1365 
B.c.E., Jerusalem's ruler refers to i-li-mil-ki. Texts from Ugarit of the four
teenth and thirteenth centuries attest the name in native alphabetic cuneiform 
(ilmlk) and in Akkadian texts using logograms; two further Akkadian texts 
from Ugarit have ili(m)-mu-lik (J. Nougayrol, Le palais royal d'Ugarit, IV 
[Paris: lmprimerie Nationale, 1956], 215, line 27; VI [1970], 80, line 16). 
There is an unresolved question about the i-vowel between the two elements 
il(u), "god," and milk(u), "king." Is it a relic of an old case-ending, as Noth, 
Personennamen, pp. 34 fl., suggests (followed by Gerleman), or is it a pro
nominal suffix meaning "myn? On balance, the pronominal suffix seems more 
likely. 

What can "Elimelek" mean? Almost certainly, the mlk element is the name 
or title of a divinity; compare, for example, Ugaritic Mlkn'm, "Mlk/The 
King is (my) delight." Elimelek, then, would mean "Mlk/The King is my 
god." A divine name M1k is a distinct possibility; recall Milkom of the Am
monites (I Kings 11:5, 33; cf. vs. 7), and see on this complicated question Al
bright, Archaeology and the Religion of Israe!G, pp. 156-57, and J. Gray, 
"Molech, Moloch," in The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, vol. K~, pp. 
422 f. For our purposes, I mention only two points. First, the great likelihood 
is that for an Israelite the name Elimelek would mean "The King (Yahweh) 
is my god." Yahweh is given royal titles throughout Israelite history; see espe
cially his designation as king in Exod 15: 18. Second, the name Elimelek is an 
authentic and typical name in Canaan prior to the time of the Israelite mon
archy, and it is the one name in the Ruth story that seems incapable of being 
explained as having a symbolic meaning pertinent to the narrative. 

That makes the versional variants all the more interesting. LJCXBL plus 
several other Greek witnesses give the name as Abimelek, and LXX6· joins 
them in this reading at 2:1; 4:3, 9. This name is more common in the Bible, 
and that fact may account for its presence in a Hebrew version of Ruth from 
which the Greek translators worked; indeed it is quite likely to be the original 
LXX reading, later corrected by various Greek traditions to conform to 
Masoretic Elimelek. On the other hand, if an early Hebrew version had it, it 
may represent a genuine alternative reading. H. Bruppacher, in Theologische 
Zeitschrift 22 (1966), 17, has even dug up an old suggestion of L Kohler 
(published in 1904 and not available to me), that Abimelek is original, that it 
means "Father of the king," and that even this name can be brought into the 
circle of symbolic meanings, since it looks ahead to David as a descendant. This 
suggestion is extremely unlikely; among other problems, it leaves us wondering 
where the name Elimelek arose as an alternative! It does, however, underscore 
the whole problem of the names in Ruth. See the COMMENI'. 

Naomi. This name relates to a root n'm, having to do with liveliness or de
light. Noth, in his Personennamen, p. 166, takes it to be a shortened "nick-
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name," which in its original full form would have been compounded with the 
name of a deity-such as "(My) delight is (god-name)" or better "Delight of 
(god-name)." He compares Elna'am of I Chron 11 :46 and Abino'am, Barak's 
father, in Judges 4 and 5, along with other names in Semitic inscriptions, J. J. 
Stamm, in his article "Hebraische Frauennamen" (Hebraische Wortforschung: 
Baumgartner Festschrift=VT Supplement 16 [1967)), classes Naomi as a "pro
fane appellative" name instead, in accord with the frequently made observation 
that few Hebrew names of women were compounded with god-names. Stamm 
goes on to speculate that the original vocalization of the name ended not in i 
but in -ay, comparable to a group of Ugaritic names of women with that end
ing (see Gordon, UT, § 8.54, and note especially Nu-u-ma-ya and Nu-u-ma-ya
nu in text 98 of J. Nougayrol et al., Ugaritica, V [Paris: Geuthner, 1968], 
191). To this we can add Amorite names with this ending in the Mari texts, the 
majority of which are names of women (H. B. Huffmon, Amorite Personal 
Names in the Mari Texts [Johns Hopkins University Press, 1965], p. 135). If 
Stam.m's proposal is correct, it would mean that Hebrew tradition had lost 
track of the old ending, both in the MT form and in the various Hebrew texts 
behind the LXX versions-all of which attest i. This strains Stamm's argument, 
and it should be noted that forms of the root n'm occur as epithets of heroes 
(Aqhat and Keret) and as an adjective for the gods (Gordon, UT, text 52), a 
fact which is in favor of the proposal of a shortened nickname. 

Whatever the outcome of such speculations, the important thing to note is 
that names containing the root n'm, with a variety of vocalizations, were com
mon from at least as early as 1400 B.C.E. on; the name Naomi is not contrived 
for the story-teller's purpose. See CoMMENT. 

his two sons were Mahlon and Kilyon. The Syriac and one LXXL manuscript 
persist in leaving out the word for "two," while another Lucianic manuscript 
omits "sons" (see COMMENT). The names of the sons are plausible for the 
period when the Ruth story is set. Kilyon appears in the Ugaritic onomasticon 
(Le pa/ais royal d'Ugarit, III [1955], 37, text 15.81, line 1: ki-li-ya-nu and in 
four texts in alphabetic cuneiform); it shows the familiar -an ending which be
comes -on in such Hebrew names as Samson (Gordon, UT, § 8.58). It may be 
diminutive, "little vessel," or an abstraction, "destruction" (Joilon). LXXB and 
a mixed collection of LXX witnesses support the latter, with spellings suggest
ing Kilayon (cf. Isa 10:22). Mal;Llon (note the fl, a harsher sound than h) is 
more difficult, since it is unattested in the Late Bronze Age onomasticon or 
elsewhere in Hebrew. The Hebrew names Mal:J.lah (a daughter of Zelophehad 
in Num 26: 33 and several other passages and a Gileadite son [?] in I Chron 
7:18), Mal;Lli (a Levitic name in two generations in I Chron 6:19, 29[Hebrew, 
4, 14] with I Chron 6:47[Hebrew, 32] among other references, and Mal:J.alath 
(a daughter of Ishmael in Gen 28:9 and a granddaughter of David in II Chron 
11 : 18) all suggest the existence of a root mtzl. The ending -On, which one 
expects to find added to noun forms showing only the root letters rather than 
to already augmented noun forms (here with a preformative m), also points to 
mfzl as the root. For this reason, derivation from Hebrew fzly/w, meaning 
either "to be sick, sickly" or "to be sweet" (the latter assumed from Arabic 
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attestation to lie behind existent Hebrew Piel forms) seems highly unlikely. 
Arabic matrala is frequently cited by commentators, in the sense either of 
barrenness or craftiness. But Arabic etymologies appear particularly perilous 
in this group of otherwise early names. We simply do not yet know what 
Mal;ilon and Kilyon mean. 

The two names rhyme, and, as D. N. Freedman has observed to me, this 
is a rather common feature of legends and traditions; recall Eldad and Medad 
in Num 11:26-27, Jabal, Jubal, and Tubal(-cain) in Gen 4:20-22. Doubtless 
such rhyming helped the memory in the passing along of tradition, but that 
does not necessarily mean names which are linked in this manner are to be 
judged inauthentic or invented for the purpose of easy memory. 

Ephrathites from Bethlehem of Judah. Bethlehem of Judah presumably 
names the town and the geographical district from which the family comes 
(cf. Ramoth-Gilead, Qedesh-Naphtali in Judg 4:6, etc.). Bethlehem was an es
tablished town from early in the Israelite period according to the biblical tra
dition, and it is probably attested as a part of the Jerusalem city-state in the 
Amarna period (fourteenth century B.C.E.) if the controversial reading of Knud
tzon, Die El-Amarna-Tafeln, letter 290:16 stands (Bit-NIN.IB=Bit-Ninurta 
=Bit-Lal;uni); this has been challenged by J. Lewy, JBL 59 (1940), 519ff., 
and more stringently by Z. Kallai and H. Tadmor, Eretz-Israel 9, the W. F. 
Albright volume (1969), 138-47, the latter proposing Beth-Horon instead. Its 
identification as Judahite distinguishes it from another Bethlehem in Zebulon 
(Josh 19:15), although it is doubtful that the story-teller is worried about con
fusion here; the designation Bethlehem of Judah seems standard (Judg 17: 
7-9, 19:1-2, 18; I Sam 17:12). 

We know little of Bethlehem's history archaeologically, except in the New 
Testament and subsequent eras. A topographic survey conducted by S. Gut
man and A. Berman in 1969 has suggested that the general outlines of the 
Iron Age town stretch eastward and southward from the site of the Church of 
the Nativity-see Revue Biblique 77 (1970), 583-85 (with map). In addition, 
an extensive tomb deposit dated from the time of the Israelite monarchy has 
come to light from a site a short distance north of the church-see S. Saller, 
Liber Annuus 18 (1968), 153-80. The claim that Bethlehem was the political 
center for Judah prior to Jerusalem's ascendancy (M. Noth, The History of 
Israel [New York: Harper, 1958], p. 55) or that it was a focal point for anti
Jerusalem sentiment in the time of Micah (A. Alt, "Micah 2, 1-5," in his 
Kleine Schriften zur Geschichte des Volkes Israel, III [Munich: Beck, 1959], 
373-81, approved by Gerleman) is based on conjecture, so far as archaeological 
indications are concerned. That Rehoboam fortified the town is recorded in II 
Chron 11: 6; before that, II Sam 23: 14 records an escapade of David's "mighty 
men" under the noses of a Philistine garrison occupying it. 

A greater problem is the denotation of the term Ephrathites. Biblical evi
dence is slim and perplexing. David is called "the son of this ('/) Ephrathite 
man" named Jesse in I Sam 17:12; otherwise, the gentilic with this spelling is 
used for people from Ephraim in the north (Judg 12:5; I Sam 1: 1; I Kings 
11 :26). The two Calebite lists contained in I Chron 2: 18-24 and 42-50a em
ploy the names Ephrath (verse 19) and Ephrathah (verses 24, 50; cf. 4:4) for 
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Hezron's wife whom Caleb, Hezron's son, married after his father's death; 
Caleb is a descendant of Judah. At least the latter of these two lists is pre
exilic and lists a number of Judean towns as the names of offspring in the 
Calebite line (see J. M. Myers, I Chronicles, AB, vol 12, ad loc., and the 
studies of Noth and Albright there cited). Ephrathah, then, is in Judean ter
ritory but it is still not clear whether it names a city, a district, or a tribal sub
division. Gen 3 5 : 16, 19, and 48: 7, containing references to Rachel's burial 
place, are notoriously problematic in that they refer to an Ephrath which one 
expects to lie near Bethel, explaining the name with "that is, Bethlehem." Just 
this also happens in Josh 15:59 in the LXX, where the entirety of the ninth 
province of Judah has dropped out by haplography (F. M. Cross and G. E. 
Wright, JBL 75 [1956], 221). Micah 5:2[Hebrew, l] simply enjambs Bethle
hem and Ephrathah, although the LXX here reads "Bethlehem, house of 
Ephrathah." Ruth 4:11 uses the two names in poetic parallelism (see there). 

With a cue from Micah 5 :2, a good case can be made for Ruth and for 
I Sam 17: 12 that the term is ethnic, perhaps a designation for a "sub-phratry" 
(to use F. I. Andersen's term in The Bible Translator 20 [1969], 29-39), 
rather than geographical. Bethlehem would be one town of several where 
Ephrathites lived, while other than Ephrathites would also live in Bethlehem. 
The Genesis passages and Ps 132:6 stand opposed to this, as does the LXX on 
Josh 15:59; in them Ephrath(ah) is a place name. One can hazard the con
clusion that Ruth represents the older state of affairs sociologically. In any 
event, it is clear that Ephrathah is the larger designation, viewed either ter
ritorially or from the point of view of numbers of people. Interestingly enough, 
the mosaic map of Madeba of the sixth century c.B. implies the same thing 
(see V. R. Gold, BA 21 [1958], 65 f.). 

and there they settled. Qumran manuscript 4QRutba joins two late Hebrew 
manuscripts and perhaps the Vulgate's morabantur (which may simply be trans
lating the sense) in reading wayyeJebil, "and they dwelt." The rest of the 
tradition, including the LXX throughout, stays with the more unusual expres
sion wayyihyu, "and they were" (cf. Exod 34:28, and frequently enough with 
this sense in other constructions). The shift may have come through harmoni
zation to verse 4. 

4. took ... wives. The verb nS' is used here for "take," where most early 
Hebrew prose employs lql;z. The former idiom occurs in the language of the 
Chronicler (Ezra 10:44; II Chron 11:21, 13:21, 24:3, and without the word 
"wives" but with that meaning in Ezra 9:2, 12 and Neb 13:25). The only 
probable preexilic use of the idiom is at Judg 21 :23. To use this as a dating 
criterion is, however, dubious (see Introduction, p. 25). 

Orpah. No entirely satisfactory explanation of this name has been proposed. 
Connecting it to Hebrew 'orep, "back of the neck," implies invention by the 
story-teller to signal Orpah's decision to go home rather than to stay with 
Naomi. With four plausible names already introduced, however, we expect our 
story-teller to continue on the same track. Akkadian and Ugaritic offer a mean
ing having to do with "cloud," Ugaritic using it as the epithet for Ba'al as 
"Cloud-rider." The name of one of Ba'al's daughters, Tal(a)ya, probably means 
"Dew" or "Dewy," and is analogous in that it is derived from a natural 
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phenomenon. On the other hand, Arabic 'urfa, "mane," may offer a path to 
a solution as yet unclear. Most recent commentators (e.g. Joiion, Knight, 
Gerleman, Rudolph) speculate that the name is pure Moabite and thus obscure 
to us, but we do well to remember that what Moabite material we have 
shows minimal difference from Hebrew, so there is little refuge in this explana
tion. 

Ruth. Of all the names in the story, Ruth's is the most tantalizingly obscure. 
Syriac renders r"'ut, "woman companion," throughout the book, but no LXX 
or Latin evidence supports the presence of a consonant 'ayn in the name; for a 
West Semitic word to lose this guttural sound is unlikely in the extreme. A 
feminine name spelled ru-ut-um occurs in seventeenth-century Babylonian ad
ministrative texts; see W. F. Leemans, Legal and Administrative Documents of 
the Time of Hammurabi and Samsuiluna (Leiden: Brill, 1960), texts 89, 90, 
122, 162, 163, and compare A. Salonen. Agricultura Mesopotamica (Helsinki: 
Suomalaisen Tiedeakatemian Toim.ituksia, 1968), pp. 444f., who concludes far 
too much from the coincidence that Ruttum is a woman who happens to be 
involved in agricultural administration. Ruttum does probably derive from a 
general Semitic root r'h, but with the other names in our story showing 
Canaanite affiliation, this Old Babylonian evidence does little to help. 

Derivations from r'h, "to see," or from late Hebrew rtt, "to tremble," are 
too forced, although they serve to explain certain rabbinic speculations. 
H. Bruppacher, in Theologische Zeitschrift 22 (1966), 12-18, has effectively 
reasserted Bertholet's derivation from rwy, "to drink one's fill," which has a 
Piel meaning "to satiate"; we can then posit a noun "satiation, refreshment." 
Support for this comes from the word ryt occurring in the Mesha inscription, 
line 12, which Albright vocalized riyyat, developed from presumed original 
riwyat meaning "satiation (for Chemosh and Moab)"; see BASOR 89 (Febru
ary 1943), 16, n. 55; cf. Ryckmans, Jaarbericht "Ex Oriente Lux" 14 (1955-
56), 81. This derivation would also explain a group of rabbinic interpretations. 
We can tentatively adopt this as the explanation of the name, and then await 
new information. 

5. her two lads and her husband. Significantly, the story employs the term 
y•liideha, whereas up to this point it has used the common word for sons, 
biinim. The versions persist with the words they have been using to render 
"sons" in the preceding verses. The noun yeled usually designates young chil
dren in the J and E narratives of Genesis and in various episodes in Samuel 
and Kings (note Genesis 33 and II Samuel 12 throughout, for example, together 
with Exodus 2). Ruth 1 : 5 happens to be the only OT passage where married 
men are explicitly referred to with the term yeled, but the Joseph story, at 
Gen 37:30, 42:22, and 44:20, uses it of teenagers, and, most important, it des
ignates the princes who counsel Rehoboam (wrongly, but acceptably) in 
I Kings 12:8 II.=11 Chron 10:8 II. (See A. Malamat, BA 28 [1965], 41-46, 
51, 54f., reprinted in BAR3, pp. 171 II.). The point is that it stands out here 
in Ruth for a crucial reason: it forms a very effective inclusio with 4: 16, 
where Naomi takes a new yeled to her bosom. 

Interestingly, the L:XX, except for the pure hexaplaric witnesses, joins the 
Syriac and certain other versions (but not OL) in reversing the order: "Her bus-
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band and her two sons." Either order is understandable; the sons may be 
mentioned first as most recently under discussion (cf., for example, the order 
of Cain and Abel in Gen 4:2), or the men may be mentioned in the order of 
their deaths. The frequent use of chiasm in our story-the reversal of the or
der of a pair of words for rhetorical effect, here rounding out the circum
stances from 1 :2 to 1 :5-argues that the Mf order is preferable. 

COMMENT 

The story-teller opens by painting with broad brush-strokes the background 
for the special set of problems which will carry the plot forward. We are fur
nished a plausible geographical and historical setting, and introduced to six of 
the nine human protagonists, three of the major five. Tragedy is added to 
tragedy in rapid succession; all this is accomplished in five verses. 

The brevity of the story's introduction may be misleading, however; there is 
more here than meets the eye and every word seems to have been carefully 
chosen. The NOTES have already pointed out a striking inclusio involving the 
word "lads" in verse 5 which the versions and the modem translations tend to 
ignore (see KJ, RSV, NEB, and the Jewish Publication Society of America 
rendering: all "sons"). In other ways, the versions were more "efficient" than is 
the received Hebrew text, for example in shortening the opening time reference 
or in eliminating what looks like overemphasis on the fact that there were rwo 
sons. lbis repeated use of "two," however, should not be treated lightly; the 
contrasts of ways in which two people act is an extremely important theme of 
the story, and we must have two daughters-in-law in the sequel. The story
teller's style will run to overemphasis at certain points, so the audience does 
well to take note of it (cf. the number of times "Moabitess" appears); efficiency 
is not the story-teller's aim, but impact is. 

The opening phrase is a case in point. Hebrew style would certainly allow 
a story to plunge in at the second wayhi, at "there came," of verse 1, much as 
do the self-contained episodes in Gen 12: l 0 and 26: 1 ; here is a famine starkly 
introduced with no indication of its cause. The preceding words provide, with 
4: l 7b, a chronological inclusio or envelope for the story which is at the same 
time of immense importance for the story's purpose (even if that means only 
the final purpose for which the story was used). We start with the pre
monarchic situation, quite probably with a reference to the work of the so
called minor judges (see Boling, pp. 7-9) and we end with the name that 
effectively signals the arrival of dynastic monarchy: David. Those commenta
tors are correct who will not seek a more exact time in which to place the 
story; it is not germane to search out one of the interstices of quiet within the 
turbulent course of events described in Judges. The opening phrase is general 
and vague, as befits a story, but the story is not unmindful of the historical sit
uation in the amphictyonic period, nor of the institutions of the amphictyony. 
In short, the chronology makes sense but it is not to be pushed for exactitude. 

There is, nevertheless, a curious emphasis on the judging of the judges. Rab
binic exegesis speculated widely, even to taking the noun as the object of the 
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infinitive: "in the time when the judges were judged." That, it wu noted, 
would be a time of upheaval. We have noted in the Introduction, pp. 35-36, 
the marked relationship by way of contrast of the story of Ruth to the one 
told in the last three chapters of Judges. One is tempted to push beyond the 
evidence and speculate about a meaning for this phrase along these lines: 
"Once, in a time when legal matters were properly handled. . . . n 

It is enough, however, to take careful account of how scrupulous our story
teller will be about correct legal procedure and about attendant details. Notice 
how he points out that Elimelek and his family become resident aliens, so
journers, when they leave Judah to go to Moab. Notice the effect of the final 
words of verse 2: "there they settled,'' clearly to stay for some time. Notice 
that when Elimelek dies he is specifically designated "Naomi's husband"; she 
now moves to center stage with the legal status of widow, left with her two 
sons, surely guarantee enough that she would be cared for. The next dramatic 
step surrounds the phrase "about ten years"; given the direction in which the 
story will move, I am inclined to disagree with most commentators and to 
take this phrase as indicating the time span after the marriages of the two 
sons, rather than the entire length of the family's sojourn in Moab. There is 
then a striking effect as one compares the ten years of childless marriage for 
Ruth in Moab with the rapidity of resolution in 4: 13 when she becomes Boaz' 
wife and immediately produces an heir. 

In any case, what is established in 1 :4-S is a dire set of socio-legal circum
stances, and the audience is quickly made aware of what must be resolved. 
Three women have now all become widows and there is now no male heir left 
in the family; the figure at center stage, Naomi, is in a land foreign to her and 
she has been away from home for at least a decade. There is drama in this 
tragic condition which will take the best of "judging'' back home to 
straighten out. 

How, then, is the audience to take the tragic series of events in Moab? Is 
this a sequence of retributions and punishment? Early Jewish exegesis cer
tainly thought so. In the Targum to Ruth and in Ruth Rabbah of the 
Midrash, a series of speculations focuses on sin and retribution. The famine is 
related to the sin of Israel during the judges' period. Elimelek and his sons, all 
prominent leaders in Bethlehem, failed their people not only by forsaking 
them in their need and going off to Moab, but also by not leading them to 
amend their ways before the famine struck. Two Midrashic rabbis, known for 
their propensity to build homilies around proper names, find apparent evi
dence for arrogance in Elirnelek's name, taking it to mean "to me shall the 
kingdom come" (Ruth Rabbah 11.5). The two sons' names are also treated 
symbolically, Mal;tlon being derived from Hebrew m~h. "to blot out" and 
Kilyon from klh, "to perish." The Targum explicitly relates the death of the 
two sons to their transgression in marrying foreign women (in its additions 
both to verse 4 and to verse 5). Ruth Rabbah, on the other hand, keeps their 
death related to the earlier transgression of leaving Bethlehem for Moab, and 
dwells on God's patience in seeking to produce repentance in them by a series 
of warnings across the ten years before their ultimate retribution (Ruth Rab
bah 11.10). 
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There is perhaps a clue in this diversity of exegesis. It was by no means a 
unanimous opinion, for example, that there was something wrong in the two 
sons' marrying foreign women. Repeatedly the Midrash seems to be explain
ing that the law about admittance to the assembly of the Lord for Am
monites and Moabites in Deut 23:3[Hebrew, 23:4] does not pertain to mar
riage to women of these nations. Nor is there unanimity about whether the 
two wives had become proselytes; rather little is made of this point, and more 
emphasis seems to lie on the claim that both women were princesses, daugh
ters of Eglon and descendants of Balak. Jewish tradition also makes relatively 
little use of the symbolic interpretation of names, the Targum indulging in this 
haggadic device not at all. 

We are probably much nearer the truth, then, if we take the impact of the 
first five verses very much at face value. A family, made up of four members 
with authentic early Northwest Semitic names, did what some other families 
in biblical narratives did, namely left a land of temporary deprivation to live 
in a land of relatively greater prosperity (cf. Gen 12:10ff., 26:1 ff.; II Kings 
8: 1 ff.; and the famine motif in the Joseph narrative). The occasion was pre
sumably a drought; verse 6, in Section II, seems to imply a common kind of 
natural calamity (see COMMENT there, and one can compare the condition 
portrayed in Amos 4:7 [see Rudolph, p. 38]). To go to the Moabite plateau 
makes sense on two counts. First, the conditions on the two sides of the Jordan 
rift can vary appreciably. Second, there doubtless existed some sort of rela
tionship between Israel and Moab, and perhaps even more specifically between 
Judah and Moab. The conquest stories imply at least partially friendly rela
tions between Moab and Israel, in spite of the curious disjuncture geographi
cally between Numbers 21 and 22-24 and in spite of Num 25: 1-4; see 
especially Deut 2: 8b--9, 28-29, where it appears that Moab actually did 
give Israel supplies. Moab's derivation from T.ot in Gen 19:37 points in the 
same direction. And finally, David's sc:nding of his parents to Moab for sanc
tuary (I Sam 22:3 f.), while it may relate to his having had a Moabite great
grandmother, quite probably builds on the reestablishment of a rapproche
ment. 

The story, then, has a plausible setting. It is suggested here that plausibility 
is precisely what is sought, as opposed to historicity. To gain plausibility, the 
story-teller uses his knowledge of geography, climate, and historical back
ground. These are not to get in the way; neither are we to be concerned 
whether it all happened in precisely this way. 

Finally, the audience is to take note of the motif of the inexplicable calami
ties. Naomi, like Job in the prose story serving as the frame for the poem 
there, is rendered bereft of those things which provide her security and she 
cannot comprehend why (see 1 :20--21). These two characters in OT stories 
are parallel, and the audience is meant to ask the question "Why?" with them. 
As in Job, there will be resolution of the calamities, but not a final answer to 
the question "Why?" And, as in Job, there is going to be some forthright com
plaining done before the resolution begins to take shape. 



II. RETURNING HOME 
(1:6-22) 

1 6 She arose then, she and her "daughters-in-law, to return from 
the Moab plateau, bfor she had heard in the Moab plateaub that 
Yahweh had seen to the needs of his people and given them food. 
7 So she• set out from the place where she had been, her two daugh
ters-in-law with her, <land they took the road to return to the land of 
Judah". 8 Then Naomi said to her two• daughters-in-law, 

"Go, return each to her mother's' house. 
May Yahweh do with you the same kindness 

Which you have done for "the dead and for me". 
9 May Yahweh give you recompense, 

In that you find security, 
Each in the home of her husband." 

She kissed them, and they raised their voices and wept. 10 But they 
said to her, 

" LXX, OL, end Syriac add "two" here, in contrast to their tendency in the first 
five verses end in verse 8. MT has "two" in verses 7 and 8; the principle of adopting 
the more difficult reading favors not accepting it for this verse, because when some
thing is expected but not there, the reading has a good chance of being original. What 
we should notice as well is the likelihood of a certain fluidity in textual transmission. 
That is, the versions are not simply interested in smoothing out what can be con
sidered a rather redundant style; they vary reciprocally with MT on this matter of em
phasizing that there are two sons and their two wives, which certainly indicates that 
the emphasis was in the story from the start. 

1>-b A small group of LXX manuscripts representing families that usually stay close 
to MT join the OL in omitting this entire clause. At some stage, a scribe's eye 
jumped from one "Moab" to the next, producing a haplography. The Armenian and 
part of the Bthiopic traditions omit only "in the Moab plateau," an obvious attempt to 
avoid redundancy. Most of the LXX witnesses (including LXXBL) plus the Syriac 
read "they heard"; see the NOTE. 

0 LXXL: "Naomi." See the NoTE on verse IS. 
cl-d The Ruth Targum, usually very full in its text, omits this entire clause. The 

scribe's eye may have jumped from the h of 'mh, "with her," to the h at the end of 
yhwdh, "Judah" (homeoteleuton). 

• LXXB end most of the Lucianic manuscripts, with the Syriac, do not have the 
word "two." See b-b above. 

I LXXA and some other LXX manuscripts including minor Lucianic witnesses 
read some form of ''father"; Syriac has, ''your parents." See NOTE. 

11-11 Syriac: "with me end with my two sons who are dead." Compare what the 
Syriac does in 1 :S, also reversing the order. 
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"Nol With you we will return "to your people"." 
11 To this Naomi responded, 

"Tum back, my daughters'! Why come with me? 
Have I more sons in my womb 

Who could become husbands for you? 
12 Turn back, my daughters, go along; 

For I am too old to have a husband. 
If I were to say 'I have hope!'-

If I were to have ithis very night1 a husband
And if I were to bear sons, 

13 For them would you wait until they were grown up? 
For them would you restrain yourselves, 

Not becoming anyone's wife? 
No, my daughters! 

For things go far more bitterly for me than for you. 
Indeed, the hand of Yahweh has come out against me." 

61 

14 Again they raised their voices and wept, and then Orpah kissed 
her mother-in-law," but Ruth clung to her. 15 She said, 

"Look, your 'sister' has returned 
To her people and to her god. 

Turn back, after your 'sister.' " 
16 Then Ruth said, 

"Do not press me to abandon you, 
To tum back from following you. 

11--11 Syriac: "to your land and to your people." This is an attractive reading if for 
no other reason than the fact that in verses 15 and 16 there are pairs of goals to 
which one returns. It would also make for a slightly better poetic line. 

c LXXA has here the imperative "gal" which reflects Hebrew lekniih, not present in 
the text as we have it. We could explain its loss easily, because the word which fol
lows where it would occur is lammiih, "why," which begins and ends with the same 
letters as lekniih; a scribe's eye could easily have jumped from initial I to ini'ial /, 
or from final h to final h. Myers has accepted the plus in his poetic reconstruction, 
with an eye to its aid to meter. But the same verbal root is in "come" in the question 
which immediately follows, and I doubt our story-teller, even with his love for repeti
tion, would tolerate such an inelegant example of it. Instead, this longer reading prob
ably represents conforming to verses 8 and 12. 

1-J MT hallay•/iih, "the night," meaning "tonight," is doubtless original, but the 
Greek tradition had difficulties with the word. LXXBAL and the Syriac omitted it, 
probably considering it indecent. OL's "today" tends in the same direction. Several 
LXX manuscripts apparently saw l)ati/iih in the Hebrew text they were translating 
(note the di11erent h sound, representing a different Hebrew consonant), took it to 
mean "profaned," and translated with an even more explicit sexual connotation, along 
the lines of "if I were to be profaned by a man." (See Rahlfs, Studle, pp. 56 f., fol
lowed by Rudolph and Gerleman.) 

" Syriac adds: "and she turned and went"; the entire LXX tradition has "and she 
returned to her people." See the NoTE. 
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For wherever you go, I will go; 
Where you lodge, I will lodge. 

Your people become my people; 
Your God is now my God. 

17 Where you die, I shall die 
'And there be buried'. 

Thus may Yahweh do to me, 
And thus may he add, 

If even death will separate 
Me from you." 

§ II 

18 When she saw that she was determined to go with her, she 
stopped speaking to herm (about it) 19 and the two of them went 
along until they came to Bethlehem. 

When they arrived in Bethlehem, all the city was excited about 
them, and the women said, "Is it Naomi!" 20 She responded to them: 

"Don't call me 'Sweet one,' 
Call me 'Bitter one.' 

For Shadday has made me bitter indeed. 
21 I was full when I went away, 

But empty Yahweh has brought me back. 
"Why call me 'Sweet One'?" 
For Yahweh has testified against me 

•And Shadday has pronounced evil sentence on me."0 

22 And so it was that Naomi returned, and Ruth the Moabitess her 
daughter-in-law was "with her", who had returned from the Moab 
plateau. Now as it happened, they arrived in Bethlehem at the be
ginning of barley harvest. 

H The minor Lucianic LXX manuscripts omit this clause, but its absence would 
ruin both sense and meter; see the NoTE. 

m LXX adds here eti, "further," suggesting Hebrew 'od, while the Syriac explains 
by adding "to go back." The sense is clear enough from the context, however; my 
"about it" probably isn't needed either! Note that the style becomes very concise when 
the story makes transitions . 

......, LXXBL'A begin with "and," the Vulgate with ''therefore." The OL omits the 
entire question, possibly because the scribe's eye jumped from one "Yahweh" to the 
next. 

o-o LXXA and the minor Lucianic manuscripts omit the entire line. 
P-P LXXBL plus a few maverick minor LXX manuscripts omit, probably by an in

ternal Greek haplography from her daughter-in-law to with her. The Syriac then adds 
an interesting Targum-like adjectival clause: ''who wanted to return with her out of 
purity of heart." 
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NOTES 

1: 6. She arose then, she and her daughters-in-law, to return ••. for she had 
heard. Notice the effective bracket surrounding the first episode; it is closed at 
verse 22, when the story will revert to a singular verb with Naomi as sub
ject. The Hebrew stays with singular verbs (literally, "she arose . . • and she 
returned") throughout verse 6 and on into verse 7. 1bis is a bit unusual; after 
the subject has been made compound, the normal pattern is for the verb num
ber to shift to plural, as it does in 1: 1-2 and 1 :7, for example. Typical 
among early prose passages that do this are Gen 9:23, 21:32, 24:50, 55-57, 
61, 31:14, 33:7, 34:20, 44:14; Exod 15:1 (all in J or E; see GKC §§ 145s, 
146f-h). As for the versions, they shift to plural verbs at various stages in 
the sequence. The LXX and OL have "they returned," and LXX "they had 
beard" (OL omits this verb); both revert to singular at the beginning of verse 
7. Syriac shifts to plural at "they had heard" and Ethiopic shifts at the be
ginning of verse 7. In short, the progression from singular to plural is what is 
expected, and for just that reason the Hebrew as it stands is striking and calls 
for explanation. I suspect there are two purposes. The story-teller seeks to 
keep Naomi in the foreground until he sets the scene for her attempt to per
suade the girls to go home, at the end of verse 7. Also, Naomi alone must be 
the subject of the verb "return" (Hebrew Jab), since it is not yet time to 
speak of either of the younger women "returning" to Judah. See the COM
MENT. 

7. from the place where she had been. The literal Hebrew ("the place 
which she was there") recalls the end of verse 2 (literally, "and they were 
there"), The sojourn in Moab is over. Joiion (Commentaire, p. 35) is quite 
wrong, then, to say that this verse adds nothing substantial to verse 6, because 
the rhetorical effect is superb. Our story-teller likes to use repetition at rela
tively long range like this to achieve effect. But further: in verse 2, it is He
brew Jam which expresses "there," while in verse 7 Jiimmah is used (usually 
meaning "thither," not "there"). Here the two forms mean the same thing and 
the variation is intentional, just as it is in Isa 34:15; Ezek 23:3, 32:22-30 
(which has the short form at the beginning of units in verses 22, 24, 26, and 
the long form in verses 29 and 30). In Ruth, a similar effect is gained by the 
use of two different forms of the word for "security" in 1 : 9 and 3 : 1; the 
story-teller, in his subtle way, achieves a little variety even as he ties his story 
together with his key words. 

they took the road to return to the land of Judah. With this clause, the He
brew text finally shifts to the plural subject. The expression "to walk on/in the 
way" which is here rendered "took the road" uses a combination of Hebrew 
words which more frequently means to follow the example or practice of a 
predecessor (a good or bad king)-usual in the Deuteronomic histories and in 
Chronicles--or to follow a moral or immoral path-usual in the prophets 
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and the wisdom literature. Fewer than twenty passages employ the idiom in 
the mundane meaning of "hit the road," and it happens that none but Ruth 
1 :7 follows it with an infinitive with preposition l•. The obvious connotation 
would appear to be purposive: "they took the road in order to return" (with 
the vast majority of translations ancient and modem). Possible, however, is a 
more neutral connotation, along the lines of "the road which led back." What 
is at stake is the impact of the word "return"; see the CoMMENT. 

8. Go, return. Note the nice touch of reversing these two imperatives in 
verse 12. The combination occurs elsewhere, in Exod 4:19 (J); I Kings 19:15, 
20; and II Kings 1 :6. 

each to her mothers house. The surprising word is "mother's." In Gen 38:11 
and Lev 22:13, widows return each to her fathers' house; in Num 30:16; Deut 
22:21; and Judg 19:2-3, young women whose marital situations have taken 
on other legal dimensions are connected to their fathers' houses. And, as has 
been noted, the versions frequently translated with variations on the theme 
"father's house." This evidence compels us, of course, to adopt "mother's" 
as original and to explain it! 

Are their fathers dead? Since each is to return to a mother's house, we 
would have to reckon with two fatherless families, a bit of a coincidence. And 
then, Ruth 2: 11 has Boaz mention Ruth's father (although the expression is 
probably part of a formula and may be irrelevant to whether her father is 
dead or alive) . In any event, the assumption that the girls are fatherless is 
strained. Also questionable are a number of rationalizing explanations in the 
commentaries: Naomi thinks in her distress of her own motherhood (Ehr
lich); mother knows best how to comfort (Keil); a hint of a matriarchal so
ciety (A. Lods, effectively opposed by Rudolph and D. R. Mace, Hebrew 
Marriage [1953], pp. 81 ff.); the midrashic claim that a proselyte legally has no 
father (Slotki, mentioned without approval). 

It is more likely that we must reckon with a custom no longer known to us 
in detail. Probably Song of Songs 3:4 and 8:2 point to it, as does Gen 24:28. 
In Song of Songs, the lover (bride) longs to take her beloved (bridegroom) to 
her "mother's house," but it is difficult to be sure in the midst of this lush love 
poetry what custom may be involved. The picture in Genesis 24 is a little 
clearer. In verses 23-27, mention is made of a father's house by Abraham's ser
vant to Rebekah, and Rebekah's response implies that there is such a thing. At 
verse 50, Rebekah's father Bethuel is named alongside Laban. It is as the 
drama turns toward the question of marriage permission for Rebekah at verse 
28 that the locus changes to the "mother's house." The usual treatment in the 
commentaries (see, e.g. Speiser, Genesis, AB, vol. 1, pp. 177, 180 f.) is to as
sume Bethuel to be dead, verse 50 to be in need of emendation, and the 
mother's house of verse 28 to be the family center. With no pretense to have 
solved all of Genesis 24's problems, I propose that in some circle of custom, 
hinted at by the Song of Songs passages; Gen 24:28; and Ruth 1:8, the 
"mother's house" was the locus for matters pertinent to marriage, especially 
for discussion and planning for marriage. 

If this proposal has merit, it means that Naomi's speech to the girls is neatly 
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rounded out; she begins by urging them to go back to their mothers' houses 
and ends by picturing them each in the home of a new husband. 

May Yahweh do with you the same kindness. This clause expresses an idiom 
and a concept for which there is no easy English translation; see the COM
MENT. The verb is given the full consonantal spelling of an imperfect form, 
rather than the short spelling of the so-called jussive, but the jussive, express
ing a wish, is clearly what is called for throughout Naomi's speech. The vowel 
pointing supplied later in Hebrew tradition "read" the jussive (the q•re 
mechanism). 

"With you" here is Hebrew 'immiikem, the first of seven places in Ruth 
where what appears to be a masculine plural occurs with a feminine anteced
ent. The second such instance is "you have done" in the second half of this 
verse; then there are "to you" in 1 :9 and 11, "than for you" in 1: 13, and "the 
two of them" in 1: 19b and 4: 11. The standard explanation is that masculine 
forms tend to supplant feminine ones in later OT books, notably in the work 
of the Chronicler (Joi.ion, Grammaire de l'hebreu biblique [Rome: lnstitut 
Biblique Pontifical, 1923], § 149b; cf. GKC §§ 1J5o and 144a). Myers 
(MLLF, p. 20), has rightly questioned this, positing instead a "relatively early 
dialectical peculiarity," but he missed a crucial feature which strengthens his 
proposal. Each of the seven instances in Ruth occurs when the antecedent is 
two women, Ruth and Orpah, or Naomi and Ruth, or Rachel and Leah. To 
this evidence should be compared these passages (probably more are to be 
found): Gen 31 :9 (Rachel and Leah, and note that 31 :5-6 employ the stand
ard feminine suffix); I Sam 6:7 and 10 (a total of seven instances referring to 
two cows which have just calved); Exod 1 :21 (the two Hebrew midwives); 
Judg 19:24 (three instances referring to the virgin daughter and the Levite's 
concubine); Gen 19:9 (a similar motif to that in Judges 19, so that the anteced
ent of "them" is probably the two daughters of verse 8) ; Gen 18: 20 (the sin 
of two cities, which like most geographical designations in Hebrew are femi
nine) ; Judg 16: 13 (two doorposts). 

There must have been an early Hebrew feminine dual suffix which ended in 
-m just as the masculine plural ending does but contrasted with the feminine 
plural -n. Presumably the vowel pattern was the distinguishing feature. As 
texts containing this old form were transmitted across the centuries, it was 
generally forgotten and was replaced by the standard masculine and feminine 
plural forms. But in a few places it survived. Since the Ruth text as we have it 
is quite scrupulous in its correct use of gender, these relics must be regarded as 
a distinct mark of archaic composition or at least of composition in a dialect 
retaining an otherwise lost grammatical feature. It is noteworthy that the 
forms containing it appear in the narrative frame ( 1 : 19b) as well as in 
speeches. (I owe thanks to Francis I. Andersen for observation of this phe
nomenon and identification of most of the examples cited; see also Gordon, UT 
§ 6.10). 

9. May Yahweh give you recompense, / In that you find security. Literally, 
"Yahweh give to you, and find security ... " Here a jussive verb is followed 
by an imperative attached to the conjunction "and." Most recent commenta
tors agree with Jo lion ( G rammaire § 1 77h) in making the second clause in ef-



66 RUTH § II 

feet the object of the verb "give": Yahweh grant you to find repose. But 
Joiion's parallels from other OT passages are not at all convincing; in no in
stance is the second verb in his proposed parallels an imperative. The better 
analysis of the syntax here is still that of GKC § 1 lOi, citing a group of pas
sages where the jussive is followed by the imperative with "and." One of these 
may be Ruth 4:11 (see the sixth NoTE there). Compare Gen 12:2, 20:7, 45: 18; 
Exod 3:10, 18:22; I Sam 12:17; I Kings 1:12; II Kings 5:10; and Ps 128:5. 
Frequently, as GKC points out, the imperative in this sequence expresses an 
intended consequence. But a problem remains: adopting this solution de
prives us of a direct object for the verb "give." 

At this point, the versions are suggestive. The LXXL' manuscripts have 
eleon, "mercy," here, the same word they used in verse 8 to translate Hebrew 
/;lesed. The Syriac has /;I.rd', the cognate of l;iesed, but in verse 8 it had used 
rl;im', "compassion." This evidence may mean that in the Hebrew texts from 
which these versions worked some direct object word was present; that it was 
l;iesed seems unlikely, because the style here is virtual poetry, and Hebrew 
prefers synonyms in parallelism to repetition of the same word. We expect a 
term at least partially synonymous with either the l;iesed of verse 8 or the 
"security" of the subsequent clause. Coming at the matter from another per
spective, it is clear that our story-teller is very much given to using pregnant 
key words twice in his story, thus binding the story together neatly. For that 
reason, I am proposing that the lost direct object was a form of the word ap
pearing in Boaz' wish for Ruth at 2: 12, ma.fkoret, "reward for faithfulness, 
recompense." Such a term gathers up the notion of reciprocity expressed in 
verse 8 (Yahweh's J;iesed and your l;iesed), an important ingredient in the 
theology of Ruth. Some support can be gathered from Gen 15: 1 and 30: 18, 
where the word is Jakiir from the same root. (Compare the proposals of 
Myers, MLLF, p. 61, n. Ja). 

they raised their voices and wept. All three of them? Perhaps not. Manu
script a from Qumran Cave 4 reads qolam instead of MT qolan, "their voices," 
which may reflect the old feminine dual again (see above, in the last NOTE on 
verse 8). That would mean only the two girls bewail the moment, and would 
make for a smoother transition to verse 10, where the two girls are the ones 
to speak. Notice, by the way, the opening of an inclusio which will be closed in 
verse 14. 

10. to her, "Nol" Retain MT without emendation (with Wiirthwein, Gerle
man, and Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, Lexicon In Veteris Testa
mentum Libros [Leiden: Brill, 1951-53], under ki, 1.7; against this are 
Joilon [Commentaire] and Rudolph). The Hebrew word ki is sometimes ad
versative (C. Brockelmann, Hebriiische Syntax [Neukirchen: Kreis Moers, 
1956), § 134a), amounting to "No, on the contrary ... ," as in I Sam 2:16 
and 10: 19. There were at least two ways of saying this in Hebrew: ki could 
do it alone, as it does here, but more frequent is lo' ki. In verse 13, Hebrew 'al 
will be used for substantially the same effect. 

11. womb. Hebrew mii'ay, which is not the common term for womb, some
times means "internal organs" in general, sometimes various parts of the 
gastrointestinal tract, and sometimes the location for what we might call 
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"gut-feelings." In three poetic passages, Gen 25: 23; Isa 49: 1; and Ps 71: 6, it 
appears in parallelism with befen, the more common and prosaic word for 
belly, abdomen, and womb, in all three instances in contexts requiring the trans
lation "womb." Of importance is the fact that in each of these three passages, 
beten is in the first or "A" position, our word in the second or "B" position. As 
R. G. Boling has shown in Journal of Semitic Studies 5 (1960), 221 ff., parallel 
words tend to be in fixed positions, and it is the poetic, often archaic words 
which are in the "B" position. 

12. Turn back, my daughters, go along. Cf. first NOTE on 1 :8. Since the im
perative lekniih, "go along," was written defectively (without the final h) here, 
the consonantal spelling was identical with Hebrew Iii.ken, "therefore," and 
that is what most of the LXX tradition translated. 

too old to have a husband. How old would that be? H usual ancient Near 
Eastern procedure was followed, Naomi was probably married in her early to 
mid-teens, and had had her two sons by the time she was twenty. They in turn 
would have married by the time they were fifteen· or so, to girls a bit 
younger. Ten years of childless marriage for them would bring us to the mid
forties for Naomi. Given the rigors of life in ancient Palestine, that would be 
years enough, almost certainly, for her to have reached the menopause. The 
story-teller will establish that Boaz and Naomi are of the same generation, 
and we can as.5ume that Ruth was between 25 and 30 when the events in the 
story took place. 

12-13. If I were to say ••. If I were to have ••• And if I were to bear. 
These are the three parts to the protasis (the "if ... "clauses) of a highly com
plex conditional sentence. The apodosis (the "then ... " clauses) takes the 
form of the pair of rhetorical questions in verse 13a. Each of the three parts 
contains a verb in the perfect tense, itself somewhat unusual since the hy
pothetical event has not occurred (see GKC § 106p), but greater interest at
taches to the conjunctions which introduce parts two and three of the protasis: 
gam . • . w•gam. The former, with simple gam as conjunction, seems virtu
ally to start the protasis anew. I can find only one good parallel to it: Ps 
119:23. This verse also starts with gam followed by a perfect verb in a condi
tional protasis expressing what might happen but is not an actuality: "Though 
corrupt men were to sit to gossip about me, your servant meditates on your 
statutes" (AB). Psalm 119 is an acrostic poem, and in verses 17-24 each of 
the eight lines opens with a word beginning with g. There are not many Hebrew 
sentence-starting words which begin with g and the poet must have been hard 
put to it to carry it through. At verse 23, I suspect, he dug deep into the 
syntactic resources of the language and came up with a construction like the 
one found in part two of the three-part protasis in Ruth 1: 12. Other pertinent 
passages, such as II Kings 8:1; Isa 26:12 (?); Ezek 24:5; Jer 13:26; and Mal 
2:2 (?), all start with w•gam and a perfect verb, comparable to part three of 
the Ruth 1: 12 protasis. 

The important thing to notice here is the use made by the Ruth story-teller 
of unusual, but available, syntax. It may represent a dialect little attested in 
the biblical Hebrew we possess, but more likely it represents a regular poten
tial of the language of which we happen to have a very slim number of ex-
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amples. Its independence as a syntactic device makes quite possible an alter
native translation to the one I have adopted at verse 12: 

"Tum back, my daughters, go along; 
For I am too old to have a husband 
That I might say: 'I have hope!' 

Why if I were to have this very night a husband 
And if I were to bear sons . . • " 

13. For them • , . For them. A much-discussed but unresolved problem is 
the meaning of liihen at the beginning of each of these rhetorical questions. As 
voweled in MT, the word is the same as the Aramaic one usually translated 
"therefore" at Dan 2:6, 9, 4:24, and in the Teima inscription, lines 8 and 10. 
On the other hand, the unanimous reading of the LXX, the Syriac, the Tar
gum, and both the OL and the Vulgate, is "for them." Rudolph makes an im
portant point: the Syriac version (in a dialect of Aramaic), the Targum (in 
Palestinian Aramaic), and the LXX tradition would have had no trouble with a 
familiar Aramaic word had one confronted them in the text at this point. This 
argues that the consonants lhm, not lhn, stood here, at least in one part of the 
Hebrew textual tradition in the last centuries B.C.B., meaning "for them" and 
referring to the hypothetical sons mentioned at the end of verse 12; alterna
tively, it argues that the consonants lhn could somehow be taken with this 
meaning. 

Now a second consideration: liihen, "therefore," is unusual in Aramaic. 
There are frequent uses of a word liihen meaning "except, only, but," in 
Daniel and in the fifth-century Aramaic papyri from Elephantini (including 
the wisdom sayings of Ahiqar), and M. Lambert argued many years ago that 
something in this semantic area could fit the three Daniel passages mentioned 
at the beginning of this Norn (Revue des £tudes Juives [1904], 274). If liihen 
must mean "therefore" in the three Daniel passages, it is probably a Hebrew 
loanword into Aramaic (so H. Bauer and P. Leander, Grammatik der 
Biblisch-Aramiiischen [Halle: Niemeyer, 1929], § 68x). This in tum would 
open the way for accepting a proposal of Joiion which he himself rejects (pp. 
39 f.) to the effect that we have here, and here only in biblical Hebrew, a par
ticle pronounced as spelled in MT with the meaning "for this reason, there
fore." His decision to reject this possibility stems from the repetition of the 
word in the second question, but given the poetic character of these lines this 
constitutes no problem in my opinion. These two possibilities, liihem, "for 
them," or liihen, "therefore,'' constitute the only valid options in my opinion. 
We will have to reject Myers' proposal, which assumes a change in the second 
vowel from e to e and produces a "to them" with a feminine suffix. His 
grounds for this (MLLF, p. 27) are "the constant confusion of gender in 
Ruth," but the demonstration that there are relics of an old feminine dual in 
Ruth (see the last NoTE on verse 8) virtually eliminates the evidence for such 
"confusion of gender." Likewise to be rejected are the proposals of Ehrlich 
and Gerleman, which seek to find an appropriate meaning for a feminine suf
fix. 

Until new linguistic data shifts the balance, I incline to the reading reflected 
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in the versions. Furthermore, this word should be removed from consideration 
as an Aramaism for the time being, as M. Wagner seems to agree by his failure 
to include it in his study, Die lexikalischen und grammatikalischen Aramaismen 
im alttestamentlichen Hebriiisch. See the next NoTE. 

would you wait • . • would you restrain yourselves. These two verbs raise a 
whole group of interesting questions about meaning and about the date of Ruth. 
Both verbs are rare, the second one being unique (a hapax legomenon) here. 
Both are commonly assessed as Aramaisms (the only two in Ruth according to 
M. Wagner in Die • •. Aramaismen), and consequently they are taken as signs 
of late composition for the book (cf. Introduction, p. 24). Both are considered 
late verbs for other reasons as well. And to complicate the issue, the second 
verb shows a peculiar spelling which makes it uncertain what root it comes 
from. 

"Would you wait" renders Hebrew re§abberniih, a Piel form of the root sbr; 
see Isa 38:18; Pss 104:27, 119:166, 145:15; and Esther 9:1 for the other 
verbs (all Piel) from this root, and Pss 119: 116 and 146: 5 for derivative nouns. 
All of these but the Esther passage are poetic and speak of hope placed in God. 
While the majority of these passages are probably exilic or postexilic in date, 
the chronological placement of Hezekiah's lament in Isa 3 8: 10-20 and of Ps 
104 is by no means certain; a preexilic date is preferable for both. As for the 
claim that the root sbr is an Aramaism, there is a grave problem. The as
sumed Aramaic cognate has s (samekh) as its first letter, as opposed to the 
s (.fin) in the biblical passages. Much later, around the turn of the era, the dis
tinction between these two sibilants had been lost, but if we are to assume that 
biblical Hebrew borrowed the Aramaic root from "Empire Aramaic," that is the 
Aramaic of the Elephantini papyri and of Ezra and Daniel, it should have 
borrowed the root with the sibilant s, not s. On balance, it is much more likely 
that our word is archaic and native Hebrew, while the Aramaic develops from a 
parallel dialect. The occurrence here in Ruth would constitute the only preexilic 
survival of the verb with a "secular" meaning. 

"Would you restrain yourselves" is a probable rendering for Hebrew 
te'iigeniih (as the Masoretic vowel pointing has it). This has to be a reflexive 
(Niphal) form, but of what root? If the root be 'gn, the spelling ought to show 
a doubled n, the first n being the root letter and the second being the beginning 
sound of the second person feminine plural ending -niih. If the root be 'gw/y, 
as has long been proposed, the spelling should show a y before the ending. In 
fact, some medieval Hebrew manuscripts do spell the word with this y. Most 
recent commentaries, however, assume 'gn, and point to cognate words in the 
Aramaic of the Mishnah and in Syriac and to special terms in mishnaic 
Hebrew. But the choice is by no means so clear-cut. In the Mishnah, there are 
a number of places where the topic under debate is the legal situation of bereft 
women the whereabouts of whose husbands is in doubt; here appears the 
technical Hebrew term 'aguniih and other derivatives, chiefly Aramaic, of a root 
'gn. What we have here are technical terms employed in a highly complex 
legal context. The backgrounds of both the legal tradition and the technical 
terminology are obscure; it is even possible that the whole business may derive 
from exegesis of our one verse in Ruth! Hence it is dubious procedure to use 
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the mishnaic data to determine the meaning in Ruth and to decide what the 
original root is; it can only hint at the meaning as it has developed. It is even 
more dubious to claim that the late usage is significant in determining the date 
of the book of Ruth. As for the Syriac cognate, all it really says is that there 
was a Semitic root 'gn with a meaning along the lines of "to cast down, to 
humiliate" in use in the early centuries c.E. Countering that, Ugaritic now 
attests a personal name bn 'gw in lists of predominantly Semitic names; no 
meaning is as yet clear for the 'gw element in this name, but it is evidence for 
the existence of an early Semitic root 'gw, probably as a verb which could take 
a god-name as its subject or object. 

The upshot? Reticence. These verbs are not clear Aramaisms and cannot by 
themselves be used as evidence for a late date for the book of Ruth. We can 
be confident about the meaning of the first verb, but for the second our transla
tion must depend upon the dictates of parallelism and context, together 
with the evidence of the early translations such as the LXX and the OL, both 
of which select verbs meaning "to hold back." 

No. Hebrew 'al. Compare Gen 19:18; Judg 19:23; II Sam 13:16; II Kings 
3: 13 and 4: 16; these are five other places where Hebrew 'al serves as an in
dependent negative in speeches embedded in narratives comparable in style to 
Ruth. II Kings 3: 13 and the probably genuine variant represented by the LXX 
of II Sam 13 : 16 have ki following, just as does our passage, to introduce reasons 
for the strong negative. 

For things go far more bitterly for me than for you. An admitted paraphrase 
of the literal "For bitter to me much from you." The proposed translation fol
lows from answers to two questions about this clause. First, what is the relation 
between this clause and the one which immediately follows? Answer: in view of 
the story-teller's style elsewhere in Ruth, they may well be a poetic couplet and 
show virtually synonymous parallelism. Second, what is the mood of Naomi's 
words just here? Answer: in view of the accusation, built around the very word 
"bitter" and directed against God in 1 :20-21, the story-teller artistically has 
Naomi move here from reasoning with the girls to the accusing outcry of the 
complaint (see the COMMENT). Naomi's bitterness is an internal emotion 
(Ehrlich), just as the bitterness in the similar idiom of Isa 38: 17 is. Naomi 
accuses, and she makes her case against God stronger by comparing her con
dition to that of her daughters-in-law. This understanding of the clause de
mands that mikkem, "from you," be an instance of the comparative use of the 
preposition min after an adjective or an adjective verb (cf. esp. Gen 26: 16). 

Commentators defend several alternative interpretations; in fact the reading 
was apparently so ambiguous that the Syriac offered two of them together: 
"Because I am very bitter on your account, and for me it is more bitter than 
(for) you." The problem here is the meaning of mikkem; the second Syriac al
ternative takes it as comparative, but the first is also possible. Francis Brown, 
Samuel R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of 
the Old Testament (Oxford University Press, Clarendon, 1907 and since), 
p. 580, 2.f, lists a number of passages where min means "on account of," but 
only in Ps 119:53 is it clearly used with persons ("the wicked") as the object 
of the preposition. This would yield the first Syriac alternative with the sense 
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of "because of what you have done." Joiion correctly objects (Commentaire, 
p. 41) that such an interpretation fits the context poorly. What have the young 
women done to cause Naomi's bitterness? If we take "on account of you" to 
mean "because of the situation in which you find yourselves," we are as
suming an ellipsis and giving min a nuance for which there is no biblical 
parallel. 

Joiion and Rudolph assume a different sort of ellipsis. They get across the 
comparative degree but overburden the usual sense of min: "I am much too un
fortunate for you (implied: to be around)." (See the objections of T. C. Vriezen 
in Von Ugarit nach Qumran, Eissfeldt Festschrift [Berlin: Topelmann, 1958], 
pp. 268 f., esp. n. 8, which Rudolph in his commentary, p. 41, fails to answer 
adequately.) 

One final note: if the two clauses here are in synonymous parallelism, a 
tempting but highly conjectural possibility suggests itself. In verse 21, two 
names for God appear in one of Naomi's complaints. M. Dahood has called at
tention to the likelihood that Hebrew m•'od, the adverb meaning "much, 
many," sometimes hides an old epithet for God: the Strong One (Psalms Ill, 
AB, vol. 17A, p. XL, and the passages there cited). M•'od appears here, trans
lated "far" in our paraphrase. If one were to assume that Hebrew mar, "bitter," 
is what is left of a causative verb form (such as occurs in verse 20), one could 
reconstruct a fine parallel couplet: 

For the Strong One has brought more bitterness to me than to you; 
Indeed, the hand of Yahweh has come out against me. 

Such a reading would require a minor emendation here, but would strongly 
suggest that a similar parallelism once existed in verse 20, something like: 

hemar sadday li 
mii' ed < riib itti> 
Shadday has brought bitterness upon me; 
The Strong One <has put me to trial>. 

(We might reconstruct any of several predicates in 
the second line, including the 'iiniih bl, "testified 
against me," of 1 :21.) 

Obviously, speculation of this sort is dangerously lacking in controls, and the 
observation is made only to stimulate inquiry. Indeed, Gen 26: 16, which offers 
comparable syntax to our passage, uses the adverb "much, many" in its familiar 
meaning, and sense can be made of the Hebrew of this verse as it stands. The 
proposed translation seems the safest in the present state of our knowledge. 

14. Again they raised their voices and wept, and then Orpah kissed her 
mother-in-law. The Hebrew verb translated "they raised" is spelled without the 
expected root letter aleph (see the grammars), but the idiom is so standard that 
no doubt the Masoretic q•re tradition is correct in supplying it. For the idiom 
"raise voice and weep" in narratives, cf. Gen 21:16 (E), 27:38 (J), 29:11 (J); 
Judg 21:2; I Sam 24:17, 30:4; II Sam 3:32, 13:36; Job 2:12; and of course 
Ruth 1 :9. These are interesting and important contrasts between 1 :9 and 1: 14, 
however. In 1 :9, the order is kissing and lamenting; here it is reversed ( chiasm). 
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The effect is to bracket artistically the episode of persuasion. Notice also that 
the kiss in 1 : 14 goes from Orpah to Naomi, while in 1 : 9 it was Naomi who 
kissed the young women. This is just the signal needed to say that the relationship 
between Orpah and Naomi is here terminated; we need no further words 
(although the versions tend to supply them) to make clear that here Orpah 
takes her leave. A one-way kiss of farewell is usual in stories of the conclusion 
of intimate relationships; cf. Oen 31:8; II Sam 19:40; and I Kings 19:20. In 
Ruth, the story-teller uses what might be termed a reciprocal kiss of farewell; 
not until Orpah kisses her mother-in-law is what was begun in 1 :9 concluded. 
Meanwhile, the word used for Ruth's response to Naomi's urging is thrown 
into even bolder relief. 

but Ruth clung to her. The Hebrew word order, by putting Ruth's name 
ahead of the verb, points up the contrast. For the verb dbq, "to cling," see also 
2:8, 21 and 23, and the COMMENT. The LXX uses ekolouthesen, "she followed 
after," rather than ekollethe from kollao, "to adhere," though forms and 
derivatives of the latter are regularly used to translate dbq in the LXX and are 
employed at 2:8, 21 and 23. Quite probably the similarity of sound in these 
two Greek words led to a hearing error on the part of a scribe; the Old Latin, 
close to the Greek tradition, keeps the more colorful nuance here with adesit 
(=adhaesit). It should be noted, however, that both the OL and the LXX shift 
to a different verb to translate dbq in chapter 2 (OL: adjungere, "to attach, join 
to"); does this mean that both versions sensed that there should be a special 
meaning in 1: 14? 

15. She said. All LXX witnesses name Naomi as the speaker, and all but one 
minor manuscript add "to Ruth." Naomi will be explicitly named in verse 18, 
and LXXL' manuscripts name Ruth there. Note a similar tradition in LXXL at 
1:7. R. Thornhill, VT 3 (1953), 24lff., describes eighteen such "interpretative 
additions" in LXX», ascribing them to the greater precision of the Greek 
language; the Hebrew language, he says, does not need to indicate a change 
in subject. In fact, however, Hebrew is usually explicit when the subject changes, 
and one senses a tendency throughout Ruth not to name the speaker, but rather 
to let the content of the speech identify him or her. This imparts an even 
greater importance to the speeches and urges the audience to focus attention on 
every word. See further the Introduction, p. 17. 

your 'sister.' To translate Hebrew y•bimtek as "your sister-in-law" is to avoid 
an interesting question and perhaps to miss something the story-teller wanted 
his audience to notice. All other clear occurrences in the OT of the root to 
which this noun is related are in Deut 25:5-10 and Gen 38:8, the first a case-law 
unit and the second a story; in both they constitute technical terminology hav
ing to do with levirate marriage (see Introduction, p. 27, and the COMMENTS 

on Sections IV and V). Specifically, the same noun that occurs here in Ruth is 
used in Deut 25: 7 and 9 to designate a widow in relation to her husband's 
brother; a corresponding masculine noun designates the brother in relation to 
her, while a denominative verb names the action of fulfilling levirate responsi
bility. In Ruth this language appears to be generic rather than legal. True, the 
husbands of the two young women were brothers, but it is difficult to see how 
that has any legal bearing on the relationship of Ruth and Orpah. 
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A possible approach to a different meaning is afforded by Ugaritic ybmt limm, 
a frequent epithet of the goddess 'Anat in the Ba'al myth cycle. Albright once 
proposed (apud M. Burrows, BASOR 77 [February 1940], 6-7; cf. Archaeology 
and the Religion of lsraelfl, pp. 73 and 193, n. 16) to read the epithet as 
"progenitress of peoples," and assigned to the root ybm a meaning along the 
lines of "create" (cf. UT, Glossary, no. 1065). M. Dahood (AB, vol. 17) has 
fo11owed Albright's lead and proposed ybm as the verb in Ps 68: 17[Hebrew, 
18c], with just this meaning. It is possible that this old root eventually developed 
a noun meaning "fertile woman, marriageable woman," but this is highly con
jectural. It happens that such a meaning would rather nicely pick up the theme 
of Naomi's urging in 1 :8-9, 13-go home to new, fruitful marriages. However 
as things now stand, greater clarity about the Ugaritic term is needed before it 
can help us understand the Ruth term. 

The proposed translation represents an attempt to stay close to the technical 
levirate terminology but to avoid being so specific. "Sister" should be under
stood to mean something like "fellow-woman in the face of prevailing condi
tions and custom." The idea is akin to the meaning "sister" has come to have 
in various social movements in contemporary America. Perhaps the LXX was 
on the same track when it coined sunnumphos, "fellow-bride, fellow-maiden" 
for use here and here alone. 

But a suspicion lingers: did the story-teller use a word which might suggest 
levirate custom quite purposefully? Apparently Naomi speaks with that custom 
in mind in 1: 11-13, only to reject it because she is too old to have more sons, 
and even if she could it would be too long a wait for the young women. Per
haps the story-teller chose his word to keep levirate custom in the minds of 
his audience, a hint of the resolution to come. If he did, he also creates irony: 
it is Orpah to whom the word refers, while it is Ruth to whom it will be in some 
sense applicable. 

To her people and to her god. Since the Hebrew word for God is regularly 
plural in form, it is possible to read "her gods," and the LXX did just that. The 
Syriac has only "to the house of her kin," leaving out any mention of deity. The 
Targum, however, reads for "her god" the epithet "her fear." In all likelihood 
the singular is correct. It is the Greek tradition which makes the change to 
plural, out of pious concern. Note the nice progression from here to the end 
of 1:16: her god ... your God ... my God. 

Turn back. Syriac and LXXBL attest an attractive addition here, namely 
"you too" fo11owing the imperative. It is good Hebrew idiom (see Joi.ion, Com
mentaire, p. 42), presumably reflecting a lost gam 'att, and may represent an 
independent text tradition. 

16. To turn back from following you. By adding only the one syllable needed 
to express the preposition "from," the story-teller skillfully has Ruth choose 
the opposite direction from the one Naomi has been urging in verse 15: "Tum 
back, following your sister" yields to "Don't urge me to tum back from fol
lowing you." At the risk of awkwardness, a translation must reflect the 
similarity in wording. 

lodge. The Hebrew verb lwn/lyn rarely if ever means "live" or "settle." 
Apparently we a.re to take "Wherever you go, I will go; wherever you lodge, I 
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will lodge" to refer to the current journey homeward to Bethlehem, and this 
verb to have its usual sense of "stay the night." Our story-teller is up to his old 
trick of using a word twice at crucial points; see 3: 131 

Your People become my people;/ Your God is now my God. The Hebrew is 
as succinct as it can be: "Your people my people, your God my God." With 
this couplet, however, something decisive is said; note again the verbal cor
respondence to what is said of Orpah in verse 15. 

17. Thus may Yahweh do to me, I And thus may he add, I If even death will 
separate/ Me from you. This solemn oath formulary appears only here and in 
eleven passages in Samuel and Kings. The first part of it was presumably ac
companied by a symbolic gesture, something like our index finger across the 
throat. Deep behind this lay, in all probability, a ritual act involving the 
slaughter of animals, to whom the one swearing the oath equated himself. The 
best indications that this is so are the portrayals of elaborate covenant rati
fications, containing solemn oaths, in Gen 15:7-17 and Jer 34:18-20. The 
slaughtered and split animals represent what the oath-taker invites God to do 
to him if he fails to keep the oath. 

Note several interesting things about the formulary. First, the basic fonn 
probably ran: Thus may God (or the gods: '•lohim can mean both; the verb's 
number determines the choice) do to me and thus may he (they) add, if/if not 
('im/'im lo') a specified future condition occurs. When the speaker used 'im, 
"if," the subsequent words expressed what he was determined would not hap
pen (I Sam 3:17, 25:22; I Kings 20:10; II Kings 6:31); when he used 'im lo', 
"if not," he was determined that what followed would happen (II Sam 19:14). 
Second, only here in Ruth and at I Sam 20: 13 is Yahweh, instead of Elohim, 
the name of the deity; in both these passages there is a purpose for this shift 
from the basic form, in that there is an important emphasis on Yahweh in these 
passages. Third, seven of the formulary passages in Samuel, Kings, and Ruth 
use neither 'im nor 'im lo' to introduce the concluding clause; they all use the 
conjunction ki (I Sam 14:44, 20: 13; II Sam 3 :9; I Kings 2:23, 19:2; and 
Ruth 1:17) or ki 'im (II Sam 3:35, although many read li 'im here). In this 
group of seven there is a variety of syntax in the concluding clause; several ap
pear to use ki with the same effect as 'im li5', that is, ki is followed by what the 
speaker was determined would happen (I Kings 19:2; I Sam 14:44; II Sam 3:9; 
and II Kings 2: 23 are all ambiguous) . There is enough variation in this group 
which employs ki, however, for other considerations to play a part in deter
mining the precise meaning. 

Two proposals about our passage are warranted. First, since Ruth has just 
said in verse 17a, "Where you die, I shall die and there be buried," the oath 
comprising verse 17b should bear at least some relation to this assertion, 
especially to its last word. Sufficient archaeological data is now available con
cerning burial practices in Palestine in biblical times to show how it can be 
said that people are not separated even by death. Family tombs were the 
dominant feature, and after decomposition of the flesh was complete, bones 
were gathered in a common repository in the tomb, either in an ossuary or in 
a pit cut out of the rock in the floor of the tomb. A body might be placed in 
the tomb to decompose, or, if the family member died at some distance from 
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home, the body could be interred at the distant spot and then the bones gath
ered up several months later for transport to the family tomb and deposit in 
the repository (cf. II Sam 21:10-14). Following Eric Meyers (BA 33 [1970], 
10-1 7), we can see in this practice the background for the concept of being 
"gathered to one's fathers." In this sense, but not in the sense of a blessed re
union after death, Ruth's final and climactic sentence promises loyalty to death 
and to the grave, including the adoption of Israelite burial custom. This in
terpretation opposes the position of most recent commentators, who tend to 
find the idea "only" implied in the word order (which places the noun "death" 
ahead of the verb, thus emphasizing the noun): "for death alone will separate 
me from you." Our translation also sees the noun as emphasized. See further 
P. W. Lapp, Pittsburgh Perspective 19 (1968), 139-56; and E. F. Campbell, 
Jr., ibid., 22 (1971), 105-19. 

The second proposal is that the story-teller purposely altered the standard 
form here by using the name Yahweh instead of Elohim. This is the only time 
the name occurs on Ruth's lips, while Naomi, Boaz, and the citizens of Beth
lehem use it quite frequently in a variety of blessing and complaint forms. This 
final part of Ruth's dramatic avowal is climactic in another sense then: with 
no particular fanfare, she joins the people whose God is Yahweh. 

19. the two of them. Again the feminine dual (cf. last Norn on 1: 8). It 
should be noted, however, that the infinitive construct used to say "until they 
came" in this verse has a feminine plural suffix, although with an unusual 
form (cf. Jer 8:7). 

When they arrived in Bethlehem. Two good LXX witnesses, B and the 
Lucianic group, omit this clause; even more striking, the Hexapla, while having 
it, did not mark it with an asterisk, as it usually does when something is to be 
added to the Greek to bring it into conformity with the Hebrew tradition (see 
R. Thornhill, VT 3 [1953], 240, n. 1). Is the clause after all purely redundant? 
The answer must be emphatically in the negative. This sentence begins a new 
episode, as the opening wayh'i (which I have not reflected in the translation as 
such) clearly indicates. Quite probably the Hebrew text lying behind the two 
shorter Greek witnesses had undergone a haplography, the scribe's eye jumping 
from the first Bethlehem to the second one. See the COMMENT. 

was excited. Masoretic pointing makes the verb a Niphal of the root hwm: 
the same form of the same verb expresses the excitement in the Israelite camp 
when the ark of the covenant was brought in I Sam 4:5 and the rejoicing at 
Solomon's anointing which dismayed Adonijah in I Kings 1 :45. The Greek ap
proaches the same sense in all three places with "resound," and the Syriac 
captures it better with "rejoice." The reaction is certainly one more of delight 
than of pity; hence, the question which follows, "Is it Naomi," is not to be 
taken as expressing shock at what time and suffering have done to Naomi, but 
rather delighted recognition. 

the women. It is only the feminine plural verb form which shows that it is the 
townswomen who surround the returning pair; at 4: 14, when this "chorus" re
turns, they are specifically identified as "the women." Apparently, the absence 
of any identifying noun here is original; the LXX and OL translate the verb 
as plural, but their languages do not show gender distinction, so the nice touch 
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of the Hebrew is lost in these versions. A small group of LXX witnesses em
ploys a singular verb, making it Naomi who asks (rhetorically) "Is it Naomi," 
and then proceeds to answer ironically. This must be an inner-Greek develop
ment, one which in its own way conveys very well Naomi's bitterness but re
moves the townswomen. This is an interesting alternative, but it is difficult to 
see how it can be original. 

20. 'Sweet one' •.. 'Bitter one.' Cf. the NOTB on 1 :2, "Naomi"; if our 
analysis of its meaning there is correct, a slight twist has been given it here in 
order to yield the contrast sought for. The two terms appear to be adjectival 
substantives; it is noteworthy that Mara, "Bitter one," is spelled with a final 
aleph instead of the expected Hebrew feminine ending he, presumably an 
Aramaized spelling (so most commentaries, and note that many late Hebrew 
manuscripts do spell the name with he). No compelling explanation for the 
unusual spelling has been given; it is not technically an Aramaism (i.e., an in
fluence from the Aramaic language), but may reflect only an orthographic 
change in the course of scribal transmission. 

For Shadday has made me bitter indeed. See NoTE on 1: 13. Shadday is an 
ancient name or epithet probably meaning ''The One of the Mountains" as 
W. F. Albright demonstrated in JBL 54 (1935), 180-93, and confirmed in his 
more recent writing (see esp. The Biblical Period from Abraham to Ezra, 
rev. ed. [New York and Evanston: Harper and Row, 1963], pp. 13 f. and nn. 
35-36). What is not yet certain is whether sadday is an epithet of Canaanite 
El or a name brought with the patriarchs from their Amorite heritage. On 
this and other pertinent matters, see M. Weippert, Zeitschrift der deutschen 
morgenliindischen Gesellschaft 111 (1961), 42-62; F. M. Cross, Harvard Theo
logical Review 55 (1962), 244-50; L. R. Bailey, JBL 87 (1968), 434-38; and 
J. Oullette, JBL 88 (1969), 470f. I am also indebted for what follows to com
munications with D. N. Freedman. 

The distribution of the name Shadday in the OT is instructive. There are 
six occurrences in P materials in Genesis (17:1, 28:3, 35:11, 43:14, 48:3) and 
Exod 6: 3, the last being the statement of P's theological axiom that it was as 
Shadday that God appeared to the patriarchs, only to make himself known to 
Moses as Yahweh. These six attestations are strong evidence that Shadday was 
indeed in use in patriarchal times. Then, there are thirty-one occurrences in 
Job, together with four in late prophetic passages: Ezek 1 :24, 10:5; Isa 13 :6; 
and Joel 1: 15. The Job usage is indirect support of the contention that Shad
day goes with the patriarchal period; the Job book wishes to have its hero 
placed in patriarchal times and archaizes to help get this across. The late 
prophetic passages are also archaistic, representative of a nostalgic revival. 

Another group of occurrences suggests that Shadday was also in use in the 
period of the judges. The name appears in three premonarchic poems: Gen 
49:25 (read 'el-Jadday); Num 24:4 and 16; and in Ps 68:14[Hebrew, 15], 
which is at least as early as the time of the united monarchy. With this early at
testation belong three names of tribal leaders repeated in Numbers 1, 2, 7, and 
10: S-de-'ur (doubtless sadday-'ur), $uri-Sadday, and 'Ammi-Sadday. The an
tiquity of the last of these three is confirmed by the appearance of a name on a 
figurine from a late fourteenth-century Egyptian tomb, which amounts to Sadde-



I. A terra-cotta mold, together with a modern cast made from it, found in 
1963 in the destruction debris of a tenth-century B.C.E. cultic building at Taanach 
in northern Israel. A class of such figurines, from a number of sites, shows a 
woman holding a tambourine over her left breast. Quite possibly these figurines 
attest the singing and dancing of the women of Israel in the time of the 
monarchy. 





J. The Gez.er calendar. a tenth-century inscription in soft limestone. probably 
done by a student practicing his writing. It outlines the agricultural year be
ginning in the fall. The fourth line reads. "His month is harvest of barley," and 
the fifth. "His month is harvest and festivity." These months would correspond 
to April-May and May-June. 

2. (Opposite) Bethlehem as sketched by the masterful David Roberts in 1839. 
The view looks southeastward. Through a dip in the nearer hills, above the com
plex of buildings in the center which includes the Church of the Nativity, and also 
at a comparable point near the left edge, one catches glimpses of the Dead Sea. 
Beyond it are the hills of Moab. While Roberts' drawing emphasizes the hilliness 
of the landscape, the area around the village is fertile and well-cultivated. 



4. A part of the frieze portraying Sennacherib's siege of Lachish in 701 B.C.E., 

from his palace walls in Nineveh. Notice the captive Judean women at the far 
left of the upper row; they wear long capes reaching from their foreheads to 
their ankles-perhaps the sort of garment in which Ruth carried home the grain 
from the threshing floor. 
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'ammi when transcribed from Egyptian orthography; the elements are simply 
reversed from those in 'Ammi-Sadday. From the period of the monarchy we 
have two occurrences in Psalms, at 91: 1 and now, as M. Dahood has shown, at 
32:4 (Psalms I, 1-50 [AB, vol. 16], NoTE on 32:4, "O Shaddai"). 

What these statistics suggest is that Shadday was a current name for God in 
the patriarchal and amphictyonic periods, and was revived in the exilic period. 
In between, during the monarchy, it was in virtual eclipse. Psalm 32, a thanks
giving song, and Psalm 91, a royal hymn of trust, both almost certainly pre
exilic, knew it, and so did the Ruth story-teller. He uses it in connection with 
his intent to place the Ruth story in the amphictyonic period, but it is also note
worthy that he uses it with a knowledge of its appropriateness to the context. 

Its appropriateness ties to the fact that in Naomi's words and in Ps 32:4, the 
name appears in contexts of lament/complaint. Shadday seems to have had a 
special connection to judging, and to the conferring of deliverance or punish
ment, blessing or curse (cf. among the oldest passages Gen 49:25 and Num 
24:4, 16, together with the Genesis P passages). Littlj: wonder that the Job 
poet would adopt the name Shadday to designate Job's antagonist (see esp. 
Job 27:21), against whom, like Naomi here, Job hurls his accusations of in
justice. 

21. empty. Once again, note the story-teller's use of long-range intercon
nectedness; the word will be picked up at 3: 17. 

testified against me . . . pronounced evil sentence on me. The Greek and 
the OL read the first verb as a Piel of Hebrew 'nh, "to be bowed down," and 
thus translate into a good poetic parallelism: "laid me low . . . afflicted me." 
The MT maintained a tradition, however, in which the first verb is a Qal of the 
root 'nh, commonly "to answer." Most recent commentators correctly work 
with the MT here, and agree in giving the verb a juridical flavor; compare the 
commandment against false witness (Exod 20:16; Deut 5:20), as well as II Sam 
1: 16 in which David sentences the Amalekite who had killed Saul, and prob
ably Isa 59: 12. As Talman has correctly pointed out, in discussing the so
called Yabneh-yam ostracon (a late seventh-century s.c.E. letter written in 
ink on a potsherd found at Yabneh-yam on the Israeli coast in 1960), the 
idiom is 'nh plus the preposition b• when the testimony presents detrimental 
evidence, 'nh I• when the testimony presents favorable evidence (as it will, in a 
fine rhetorical bracketing, in Ruth 4:10-11); see S. Talmon, BASOR 176 (De
cember 1964), 34. 

If the first verb in this obviously poetic couplet has a legal nuance, so should 
the second one. The proposed translation draws support from Exod 5:22; 
Num 11:11; I Kings 17:20; and probably from Josh 24:20 and Micah 4:6. In 
all of these passages, the idiom involving the causative of r" and the preposi
tion b• hovers poised between God's decision and his action, between verdict 
and punishment. In Exod 5: 22 and Num 11: 11 it is Moses, and in I Kings 
17:20 it is Elijah, who confront God's presumed verdict and the onset of pun
ishment, and dare to call it into question by seeking its reversal. In our pas
sage, some of the same tension is present, as Naomi complains about a pre
sumed verdict and a punishment which has come to vital reality. 

22. who had returned. By placing the accent on the penultimate syllable of 
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the Hebrew word, the MT makes this a perfect tense verb with a definite article 
prefixed. The article then becomes in effect a relative pronoun. This is not un
heard of elsewhere in the OT (see the standard grammars), but it seems to be a 
particularly favorite syntactical device in the MT of Ruth (see 2:6 and 4:3 ). 
Final accent, on the other hand, would yield a participle with definite article, 
and the effect would be virtually the same. Perhaps Joiion (Commentmre, p. 45) 
is right in concluding that some emphasis is being placed on the pastness of 
the action by the Masoretes. In any event, the word is essential to the story 
and is not redundant (with apologies to Wiirthwein); its antecedent is almost 
certainly Ruth, and here the procession of uses of the verb "return" reaches 
its culmination (see the COMMENT). 

Now as it happened, they arrived. The Hebrew is w•hemmiih bii'il. The 
second of these words is a verb in the perfect tense, representing a shift from 
the string of imperfects with waw-consecutive which have carried the narrative, 
and thus suggesting a distinct break in the fl.ow of action. The first word, 
w•hemmiih, is usually taken to be the third masculine plural independent 
pronoun "they," but that would leave two things to explain. Why state 
the pronoun explicitly when the finite verb form expresses it inherently-is 
some emphasis on the pronoun intended, as though it were they and not some
one else who arrived? And second, why the wrong gender, masculine, when 
the antecedent is the pair of women? In light of what has been proposed in 
the third NOTE to 1 : 8 about a feminine dual suffix, it cannot easily be asserted 
that the text of Ruth betrays confusion about the grammatical distinction of 
gender. In fact, the masculine pronoun here would be the one and only clear 
instance in the book of such confusion. 

The probable explanation has been pointed out to me by D. Noel Freed
man. Hemmiih here is not the pronoun, but the emphasizing particle found in 
Ugaritic epic as hm/hmt, and now identified by Dahood in Pss 9:7[Hebrew, 
8], 23:4, 27:2, 37:9, 38:10[Hebrew, 11], 43:3, 48:5[Hebrew, 6], 56:6[He
brew, 7], and 107:24, as well as in Isa 24:14, 35:2, and 44:9. See especially 
Psalms I, 1-50 (AB, vol. 16), p. 56, and the literature there cited, and then 
Dahood's treatment of each of the passages cited. 

Hemmiih has here, then, much the same impact as does hinnih in Ruth 2:4 
and 4:1, emphasizing the entire circumstance and injecting a note of sly and 
good-humored wonder: "Well, what do you know, they arrived in Bethlehem 
for barley harvest-just the right time!" 

COMMENT 

With the backdrop in place, the first episode of the story can commence. But 
how far does it extend? To the end of the poignant exchange between Naomi 
and Ruth, as they resume their journey to Bethlehem (verse 18)? To the mo
ment of their arrival at Bethlehem (verse 19a)? Or to the very end of the 
chapter, after Naomi's clamorous reunion with her friends of younger days? 

It matters that we decide about this question. For the answer is bound up 
with the skill of our story-teller, who, as he successfully binds his whole story 
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into a unity, also likes to round off each episode, giving to each its own par
ticular emphasis. He uses his favorite literary devices, inclusio and repetition 
of key words, to do this. At the same time he develops important theological 
themes through the medium of the attitudes of his characters expressed in the 
words they speak. With these indicators as guides, it seems to me inescapable 
that the first scene extends from verse 6 to the end of the chapter. 

First, inclusio. We have seen examples of this device already. An inclusio 
based on the word "lad(s)" links the introduction of the story in 1:1-5 to its 
conclusion in the final verses of the original book (4:16-17). In 1:6-22 the 
words "return from the Moab plateau" serve the same bracketing purpose; 
they open the scene with what is contemplated and close it with its accom
plishment. Assuming that the inclusio is intentional, we can say that Naomi's 
return from Moab is not complete simply upon her arrival in Bethlehem, but 
must include the delightful (to the audience), if distinctly angry, outburst of 
Naomi as she is welcomed back. 

As for the repetition of a key word, several recent commentators have 
pointed out the importance of the verb "to return,'' Hebrew sub; see especially 
Hertzberg's commentary on Ruth in Das Alte Testament Deutsch and the 
perceptive article by Werner Dommershausen, "Leitwortstil in der Ruthrolle," 
in Theologie im Wandel, pp. 394-407, esp. pp. 396 ff. This verb (translated 
as both "return" and "tum back") occurs twelve times in the seventeen verses, 
twice as part of the inclusio just mentioned. But frequency of occurrence is 
less important than the way in which this verb carries the whole movement 
and tension of the episode. If we stay with the Masoretic inflection of the verb 
as a singular in 1:6 (see the NoTE there), the first appearance of "return" in 
the series has Naomi alone as subject. In verse 7, the subject of the verb has 
become plural; Naomi and the two younger women are en route to return to 
Judah-but it is probably the case that here the verb has more the sense of 
"which led back to Judah." For in verse 8, Naomi makes her first attempt to 
persuade the young women to "return" to their proper home in Moab, just as 
she is headed for hers. In verse 10, however, the daughters-in-law insist that 
they wish to return with Naomi to her people; this evokes her remarkable 
speech in verses 11-13, where the occurrences of the verb sub must be 
rendered "tum back" at the beginnings of verses 11 and 12. The urging this 
time has its effect, at least upon Orpah; without explicitly saying so-a nice 
touch-the story-teller dismisses Orpab to do just what Naomi is doing: return. 
In verse 14, then, Naomi and Orpah alone are doing the appropriate thing, 
and suddenly the spotlight focuses upon Ruth, who up to this point has been 
simply one of Naomi's two daughters-in-law acting in concert. Naomi now 
presses Ruth, in verse 15, to return as her sensible "sister" has returned, but 
Ruth responds that Naomi should cease urging her to abandon her and "tum 
back." Orpab and Naomi are each on their way home (Naomi will use the verb 
once more in verse 21-an important part of the series to which we shall 
return later)-but what of Ruth? The answer comes, of course, in the climactic 
verse of the episode, its final one, verse 22. As the NOTE there bas pointed 
out, the clause "who had returned from the Moab plateau" must refer to Ruth, 
as it explicitly does in 2:6 (but see 4:31). Our story-teller has cleverly done 



80 RUTH § II 

even more than we expected with the phrase that functions as his inclusio; at 
the beginning it is Naomi who returns from the Moab plateau, but at the end 
it is Ruthi 

This is the point at which to tum briefly to the question of proselytization. 
Does all this mean that Ruth, a Moabitess, is now technically a convert to 
Judaism? The Targum, after all, intersperses a veritable catechetical lesson into 
the words of verses 16 and 17: first Ruth explicitly says "I desire to be 
proselytized," and thereafter each line of her memorable poem of loyalty re
sponds to instructions from Naomi concerning the practices of Judaism. But if 
conversion is a prominent theme in the story-teller's mind, he is far from ob
vious in saying so. The focus in Ruth's words is upon human loyalty and self
renouncing fidelity. Almost buried in her pledge is "your people become my 
people; your God is now my God," with expressions of her attachment to 
Naomi on either side of it. The only time in the entire book when the name 
Yahweh occurs on Ruth's lips comes in the oath formula in verse 17; it seems 
almost incidental-almost., but not quite! For it is thrown into a certain 
prominence by yet another example of our story-teller's use of inclusio: the 
dramatic exchange among Naomi and the young women which fills verses 8-17 
begins with the use of Yahweh's name in a blessing formula from Naomi's 
mouth and ends with it in an oath formula from Ruth's. We are not to ignore 
what this means, but if we are to call it "conversion" or "proselytization," we 
shall have to do so from the theological point of view of the Ruth story. And 
about that this first major episode also has much to say. 

For the Ruth story-teller, God's activity is intimately bound up with the 
mundane affairs and interrelationships of human beings. True, in 1 : 6 and in 
4: 13 the narration will refer to those "acts" of God which we would call 
providential. After a period of famine (1 : 6), Yahweh has now "visited" his 
people and given them food. This word "visit," Hebrew pqd, has profound 
theological overtones, for in the dynamics of the covenant relationship be
tween God and his people it indicates the sovereign God's assessing the loyalty 
of his vassal people and bringing upon them either blessing for their obedience 
to him or cursing for their rebellion. In the background of ''Yahweh had seen 
to the needs of his people and given them food" is the whole edifice of the 
covenantal model which has called forth much attention in OT study of the 
past two decades (as a convenient presentation of the whole subject, see 
Delbert R. Hillers, Covenant: The History of an Idea [Johns Hopkins Uni
versity Press, 1969]). The striking thing about the theology of the Ruth book, 
however, is that it brings the lofty concept of covenant into vital contact with 
day-to-day life, not at the royal court or in the temple, but right here in the 
narrow compass of village life. 

This may seem a good deal to conclude from the use of the word pqd in 
1:6, and certainly overburdens "and Yahweh made her conceive" in 4:13. 
But these two passages are only the places where we encounter the narration 
expressing the activity of God. 

It is in the conversation of the principal figures of the story that the por
trayal of covenant on the local level comes to full expression. Consider Na
omi's words in 1: 8-9, which include one of the key covenantal terms of the 
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OT, Hebrew l)e:red. Addressing herself to the two young women, she invokes 
Yahweh to confer upon them the same "kindness" which they have shown to 
the three now dead men of the family and to her. I choose the word "kind
ness" advisedly, to underscore a dimension to the concept of l)e:red which 
must be emphasized as an important ingredient of covenant relationship; 
l)e:red is more than the loyalty which one expects if he stands in covenant with 
another person-it is that extra which both establishes and sustains covenant. 
It is more than ordinary human loyalty; it imitates the divine initiative which 
comes without being deserved. 

The other uses of the word in the Ruth story show this extraordinary di
mension. In 2:20, l)e:red will once again be God's action, as a new and prom
ising tum of events opens a new avenue of life for Naomi and Ruth. In 3:10, 
on the other hand, Boaz invokes Yahweh's blessing upon Ruth because of two 
acts of l}e:red she has performed, the second surpassing the first. We must 
leave further development of this theme to the COMMENTS on Sections III and 
IV, and to the part of the Introduction dealing with the theology of the Ruth 
book. Suffice it to reiterate that a close intertwining of human and divine be
havior is being established through the use of such pregnant terms as l}esed 
with both God and humans as doers of it. For more probing into the meaning 
of l}e:red, see Nelson Glueck's monograph first published in 1927, entitled 
l;lesed in the Bible, in its 1967 translation, and the important correctives in the 
forthcoming study by Katherine D. Sakenfeld based on her 1970 Harvard Uni
versity doctoral dissertation. 

The same correlation between divine and human activity is brought out 
again and again in the language of the Ruth story. Note, for example, the two 
occurrences of the term "security," the first in this same blessing of Naomi 
upon her daughters-in-law, in 1 :9. She invokes Yahweh's blessing in the form 
of a rest, a stability, a condition of well-being, which she assumes will be theirs 
in new marriages in their own homeland of Moab. Yahweh, through human 
agency, is to be the author of such repose in 1 :9, but it strikes the eye (or the 
earl) when a very similar noun from the same Hebrew root-m•nubah in 1 :9, 
miino"I} in 3: 1-appears in Naomi's expression of the security she will en
gineer for Ruth in the plan cooked up for the threshing floor. As for the cov
enant dimension, one ought not to let pass unnoticed the term dbq, "to cling, 
to cleave to," in 1:14, or the theme of "not abandoning'' in 1:16 (cf. 2:20); 
both are prominent words in covenant terminology. 

The story-teller's point is twofold. Divine will and human action go hand 
in hand. Further, terms which in OT theology play an important part in cov
enant language are displayed from the point of view of how simple human ac
tions fulfill the aims of covenant. "Covenant" in actual name is not here, but 
the whole content of covenant is very much present. 

How does all this relate to the question from which we started: In what 
sense are we to talk about conversion or proselytization here? In the Ruth 
book what is being portrayed is human beings doing what God's will for hu
man interrelationship calls forth. They practice l}e:red. We are not told what it 
is that inspires them to do this, but in our story the life of integrity, of human 
responsibility and kindness-kindness above and beyond the call of duty-is 
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portrayed, recommended, and shown to be attainable. What makes Ruth a 
true Israelite is that she, like others in the story who are generically Israelites. 
behaves like one. There is clearly a comprehensive character to such a view. 
It sees l)esed as something within the capability of human beings of whatever 
lineage. In Ruth there is no miracle, no heady manifestation of God's power, 
no fanfare. In that sense, there is no "conversion" at all, but simply a living 
out of the way of Yahweh, and of the way of Yahweh's people when they are 
at their best-and this she had been doing already on Moabite soil. according 
to Naomi's words in 1 :8, before there was a question of "return" to Judah. 

There is one further facet of this matter of Ruth's "return" which must not 
be missed. Clearly in chapter 1, as again in chapter 4, there is a character in 
the drama who contrasts with the person upon whom the audience has its eye 
fixed. In chapter 1, it is Orpah who is in a sense Ruth's foil. Orpah does what 
Naomi tells her to do, returns to her home. She returns bearing the blessing of 
Yahweh invoked by Naomi, to find, we are left to hope, the security Naomi 
has prayed for. We must be careful, then, in pushing the contrast with Ruth. 
Orpah is not the opposite of Ruth; she too has been commended for her l)esed 
to the dead and to her mother-in-law. Orpah is a worthy woman; therefore, 
Ruth is all the more so. Again we are invited to look at the extraordinary in 
Ruth, not to focus on some imagined failure in Orpah. 

Once one knows the whole story of Ruth, it is perhaps natural to focus at
tention upon Ruth. Her justly famous words in 1 : 16--17 are obviously pivotal 
to the first episode. But in chapter l, one must not lose sight of the chief 
figure and her words and actions-and that chief figure is Naomi. The first 
five verses of the story have invited us to identify with Naomi, bereft of hus
band and sons, faced with a series of blows which seem inexplicable. Now, 
in the first major episode, her response to these tragedies develops step by 
step into an outcry, virtually an accusation, against God. The crucial words 
occur in the last line of 1: 13 and in verses 20-21 (see the NoTE.s); in fact. 
however, all of Naomi's words in chapter 1 suggest the mood of complaint 

Naomi sets out to return to Judah. Inexplicably, the story-teller has Naomi's 
daughters-in-kw begin the journey with her---or is it inexplicable? Perhaps the 
story-teller has yet one more set-back to portray, a set-back which Naomi 
must inflict upon herself. She must come to the realization that even these two 
companions must be left behind. If this be the story's intent, then even Naomi's 
first words of dismissal in 1 : 8-9 carry the undertone of complaint. The two 
young women can expect to find security with new husbands, but for Naomi 
such a prospect is out of the question. Implicit in 1 : 8-9, this mood becomes 
explicit in 1: 11-13. True, this second speech is ostensibly addressed to the 
girls, but it is also indirectly addressed to the one whom Naomi perceives as 
really at fault-God! Her exaggerated picture of what cannot be points out the 
predicament the younger women would be in, and also gets across that Naomi 
is bereft, too old to bear children, hopeless, and bitter, far more bitter than 
the other two have reason to be. In verse 13, the rhetorical questions give 
way to what is clearly an accusation: all of this is from the hand of Yahweh. 
Once back in Bethlehem, among her old friends. Naomi's complaint bursts 
out even more directly. Once "sweet." she is now bitter; once full, she is now 
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empty. The whole theme of "returning" takes on an ironic twist when she 
uses the causative of our key word sub: Yahweh has caused me to retum
empty. 

The most interesting figure of speech in Naomi's words, however, is that of 
the legal case in the concluding couplet of verse 21. She portrays herself as 
defendant in a legal action in which the charges and the testimony are in 
effect unknown to her, in which she has been deemed guilty, in which pun
ishment has already been meted out. Worst of all, her antagonist is God. This 
style recalls other Old Testament complaints in certain of the Psalms and in 
early narrative but most notably in Jeremiah and Job. Job's attempt to bring 
a case against God is well-known. In Jeremiah, parallel to the theme of suit 
and countersuit between God and his people (see Jer 2:4-13 with 2:29-31), 
the prophet himself attempts to press a legal case against God, in the face of 
evidence that God has failed to be jus~ and fair. The crucial verse is 12: 1, 
as correctly understood by W. L. Holladay in JBL 81 (1962), 49-=-51; it 
amounts to saying: "Yahweh, I will bring a case against you even though you 
will turn out to be innocent." The rhetorical effect of Jeremiah's suit as parallel 
to Israel's suit against God has been probed in an important but not easily 
accessible study by P. K. McCarter in McCormick Quarterly 23 (1970), 
130-41. For our purposes here, McCarter's concluding point is significant: 
not only is complaint tolerated by God, but it can even be the proper stance 
of a person who takes God seriously! Anyone who ascribes full sovereignty to 
a just and merciful God may expect to encounter the problem of theodicy, and 
to wrestle with that problem is no sin, even when it leads to an attempt to put 
God on trial. Petulant Jonah, earnest Jeremiah, persistent Job-Naomi stands 
in their company. 

Only as we move on into the rest of the story do we sense how many themes 
have been opened up in chapter 1 for resolution in the sequel. Concerning 
Ruth herself, most of these themes are introduced by key words, such as 
"security" and IJesed already mentioned, which all appear again at crucial 
points. We can add two more such terms, whose impact of meaning is per
haps less but whose literary impact is great: "to cling" in 1: 14, repeated in 
2:8, 21, 23, and "to lodge" in 1:16, repeated at 3:13. As for Naomi, notice 
the word "empty" in 1 :21, which will appear again very effectively at 3: 17. 

The most elaborate example of this linkage of themes is present in 
1: 11-13, but we encounter real difficulties in describing it. In her attempt 
to dissuade her daughters-in-law from accompanying her, Naomi imagines 
circumstances which reflect some form of levirate marriage practice, the prac
tice by which a relative of a married man who dies before having fathered an 
heir takes the widow so as to sire an offspring who will be the dead man's 
heir and wiH continue his name. We have only two passages in the OT which 
can be used to illuminate Naomi's intent, Genesis 38 and Deut 25:5-10. The 
casuistic legal un:. in Deuteronomy describes circumstances where brothers of 
the dead man are the ones who must carry out the practice. Genesis 38 portrays 
just these circumstances, but ends by having the father-in-law fulfill the func
tion without his realizing it. Naomi's theoretical picture expands this in two 
ways. In verse 11, she implies that if she were already pregnant with sons, they 
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could do the levirate duty. In verses 12-13 her picture is even more bizarre, 
to the point of a double application of levirate practice: she must find a 
relative of her husband to sire two sons who would in tum do the brother's 
duty for the two younger widows. The question will concern us further in the 
interpretation of chapters 3 and 4. What must be noticed now is that the 
story-teller has brought in a hint of a complex practice which will tum out to 
be applicable later in the story. He nails down the allusion to levirate marriage 
by introducing in 1: 15 the special word "sister'' (see the NOTB), which cer
tainly must connect in some way to levirate practice. 

Having focused on Naomi's return in a mood of complaint, and on tho 
"return" of Ruth, whose unobtrusive but extraordinary loyalty will prove to 
be the answer both to external difficulties and to internal resentment, the first 
episode draws to a close. Almost playfully, but certainly with delicious irony, 
the story-teller brings down the curtain on Act I with Naomi complaining 
about her emptiness while Ruth, the very person who will bring about an 
end to Naomi's emptiness, stands there, apparently unnoticed. End of Act I, 
but not without providing the link to what lies immediately ahead: "Now • , • 
they arrived in Bethlehem at the beginning of barley harvest" 
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(2:1-23) 

2 1 Naomi had a "covenant-brother" through her husband, a 
man of substance, from the same sub-tribe as Elimelek, and his 
name was Boaz". 

2 Ruth bthe Moabitessb now said to Naomi, "I am going out 
to the field and glean barley spears after someone0 in whose eyes I 
find favor." She" said to her, "Go ahead, my daughter." 3 So she 
set out and came and gleaned in the field after the harvesters. Now 
her luck brought her to the plot of the field belonging to Boaz, 
who was of the same sub-tribe as Elimelek. 4 Then Boaz came from 
Bethlehem, and he said to the harvesters, "Yahweh be with youl" 
They replied to him, "Yahweh bless youl" s Then Boaz said to hise 
young man who was overseeing the harvesters: "To whom does 
this young woman belong?" 6 'The young man who was oversee
ing the harvesters' replied, "She's a11 Moabite girl, the one who 
returned with Naomi from the Moab plateau. 7 She asked, 'May I 
glean [ ].' " 

8 Then Boaz said to Ruth, 

"Hear me well, my daughter; 
Do not go to glean in another field, 
And also do not leave11 this one. 

" LXXB and manuscripts of the LXX representing all groupings except Lucianic: 
Boos. LXXL, in some other LXX manuscripts, Theodoret, and the OL: Booz. After the 
name, the Armenian tradition has "and he gave to Naomi a widow's house in which 
to live." This provides an answer to a question the story-teller chose to avoid: how 
were the widows to survive after their return? 

l>--b The Syro-Hexapla, probably in error, marks "the Moabitess" with an obelus in
dicating an addition in the Greek which the Hebrew lacks; but MT has it. Just pos
sibly, this attests an early Hebrew text-form which lacked "the Moabitess." 

a Syriac: ''the worker." 
11 LXX frequently adds the name of speakers, especially since Greek docs not show 

gender distinction in verbal conjugation. Here, only LXXL adds "Naomi," and then 
adds "Ruth" at the beginning of verse 3. 

• LXXA and Vulgate omit "his." 
!-! Vulgate omits, reading simply ''who responded." Syriac omits the identifying 

clause and reads, "and the youth responded and said." 
u LXXBL read the definite article. 
" The spelling is curious. Expected is taaah-r1, but here it is raeabur1. See com

parable vocalizations in verbs in Exod 18:26 and Prov 14:3. Some Kennicott man
uscripts attest the expected spelling. Could this be an archaic spelling (Myers)? 
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But right here attach yourself to my girls. 
9 Keep your eyes on the field which they are harvesting 

And go along after them. 
I am commanding the young people not to bother you. 

•should you get thirsty,' go over to the vessels 
And drink from what the young people have drawn." 

§ill 

10 1She fell on her face, bowing down to the earth, and said to him, 

"Why have I found favor in your eyes 
So that you take special note of me, 
Though I am a foreigner?"' 

11 Boaz answered, and said to her, 

"It has been made quite clear to me 
All you have done for" your mother-in-law, 

After the death of your husband, 
And how you forsook your father and your mother, 

And the land of your kin, 
And came to a people which you did not know previously. 

12 1May Yahweh grant your action due recompense 
And may your payment be full from Yahweh the God of 

Israel1 

Under whose wings you have come to seek refuge." 

13 And she said, 

"May I continue to find favor in your eyes, my lord. 
Because you have comforted me 
And because you have spoken to the heart of your 

maid-servant. 

t-e Another spelling problem. The root is lm', and in most forms retains the aleph. 
Here and at Judg 4:19 the aleph is missing, and the verb is vocalized as though it 
were a third weak (lamed-he) verb. 

H Syriac freely: "And she fell upon her face to the ground, and bowed down to 
him, and said, 'Because of this I have found grace in your eyes, to consider me when 
I am a stranger.'" The word-play (see NoTE) is thereby dissolved and missed . 

.1: Hebrew 'et, "with," but here in the sense proposed. The LXX tradition shows 
confusion in rendering an ambiguous situation in the Hebrew, some manuscripts using 
the dative, some meta with genitive, "along with," and one meta with the accusative, 
"after, next after.'' 

H Syriac freely and tersely: May the Lord God of Israel recompense you and may 
he give you your wage.'' 
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Why, as for me, I am not even as (worthy as) one of your 
maid-servants I" 

14 And Boaz said mto he~ at eating time, 

"nDraw nearn here and partake of the0 bread, 
And dip your morsel in the sour wine." 

87 

So she sat beside the harvesters, and he heaped up for her some 
parched grain, and she ate and was satisfied 11and had some left 
over.11 lS Then she rose to glean, and Boaz commanded his young 
people, 

''<1Also between the sheaves she shall glean; 
Do not bother her.q 

16 And even pull out some for her from the handfuls, 
r And leave it behindr; 

And she shall glean 
And you will not rebuke her." 

17 So she gleaned in the field until evening, and when she had 
beaten out what she had gleaned, it came to about an ephah• of 
barley. 18 She lifted it up and went to the city, and her mother-in
law saw what she had gleaned; then she tbrought out and gave1 to 
her what was left over" from her satisfying meal. 19 Her mother-in
law said to her, 

"Where did you glean today 
And where did you work? 

May the one who had regard for you be blessed." 

rn-m MT lacks the expected mappiq in the he of the word meaning "to her," a 
grammatical peculiarity attested also at Num 32:42 and Zech S: 11. 

......, Hebrew g0Si for expected geSi; cf. Josh 3:9; I Sam 14:38; n Chron 29:21; 
Bauer and Leander, Historische Grammatik, p. 367, proposed an analogy to b07, 
"come," but this explanation is weak. Tog<:ther with the vocalization of the verb 
noted at ll in verse 8, we may have indications of dialect variation. 

o I.XXL: "my bread"; OL: "your bread." 
r>-11 The OL and one minor LXX manuscript lack the final verb. Vulgate: "and she 

carried away a left-over"; is the Vulgate anticipating verse 18? 
q-q Vulgate: "even if she wants to reap with you, do not deter her." 
,._,,. LXX8 : "and she shall eat"; three minor Lucianic manuscripts then show con

flation: "and leave it and she shall eat it." The explanation probably lies in the simi
larity of the Greek words phagetae and apheta. 

• The OL apparently misconstrued Hebrew 'epllh or one of the variety of Greek 
transliterations of the word (oiphi, uphi, iphe, etc.). As a result, OL has "and it hap
pened when she had toted up the barley," and has no indication of the measure. It re
peats this whole phrase after "gleaned" in verse 18. 

t-1 Syriac simplifies to one verb: "gave." 
" I.XXL' adds "to eat." 
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So she told her mother-in-law with whom she had worked, and 
said, "vThe name of the man with whom I worked today is Boaz.v" 
20 And Naomi said to her daughter-in-law, 

"tDBlessed be he by Y ahwehtD 
Who has not forsaken his IJ.esed 

With the living and with the dead!" 

And Naomi said to her, 

"The man is closely related to us 
He is one of our circle of redeemers." 

21 Then Ruth, the Moabitess, said, 

"There's more! He said to me, 
'With the young people who are mine you stay close 

Until they have finished all "the harvest which is mine.'" " 

22 And Naomi said to Ruth her daughter-in-law, 

"It is better, my daughter, that you go out with his young women; 
Then they will not be rough with you 11in another fi.eld. 11" 

23 So she stuck close to Boaz' young women to glean, until the 
completionz of the barley harvest and the wheat harvest. Then 
she stayed (at home) with her mother-in-law. 

tHJ Syriac rearranges the word order so that Boaz comes first in Ruth's words, di
minishing the effect. See the Nore. 

1D-'ID One de Rossi manuscript, the Syriac, and the OL: "Blessed is Yahweh." 
:D-<D Syriac and Vulgate lack these words and use simply a possessive pronoun for 

''who are mine" earlier in the verse. 
11--11 Syriac: "in the field of someone you don't know." 
• MT reads Qal, k•/Ot; LXX seems to have read Piel, kallot, although the dif

ference in meaning between the two conjugations is minimal in the infinitive con
struct syntactical construction. LXXL' employs the indicative, "they completed." 

NOTES 

2:1. Naomi had ••• through her husband. Literally, "to Naomi .•• to her 
husband." 

"covenant-brother." The Hebrew consonants are myd', to be vocalized 
m•yudda', the Pual participle form of the familiar root yd', "to know." Jewish 
scribal tradition, however, read a noun from the same root, namely moda', 
and some thirty-nine Kennicott manuscripts show the consonants for this 
vocalization, mwd'. It is generally accepted that m•yudda' designates a close 
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friend, an intimate, in the seven (if ours be included) passages where it occurs 
in the OT. Moda', which appears elsewhere only in Prov 7:4, is ta.ken as a 
designation of a blood relative. At Ruth 3 :2, to round out the picture, there 
occurs the only instance of another noun derivative of root yd', the noun 
moda'atiinu. 

Faced with the generally accepted meanings, with the thirty-nine Hebrew 
manuscripts showing w for y, and with the fact that the LXX uses the same 
term to translate here and at 3:2, most commentators adopt moda' and the 
meaning "relative." But then why did consonantal myd' intrude here? Surely 
the book of Ruth is about kin responsibilities. Can this be a clue to an archaic 
societal picture? 

One of the passages in which m•yuddii' occurs is II Kings 10: 11. This is the 
report of Jehu's purge of the house of Ahab, in the course of which he ex
terminates, according to MT and LXXB, "all bis big-shots (g6doliiw) and his 
m•yuddii'im, and bis priests." The LXXL' manuscripts, however, read this way: 
"all of his go'•l1m [English: "kinsmen'1, and bis m•yuddii'im, and bis big-shots 
and his priests." Recent studies of the LXX, spurred on by the discovery of 
the Qumran scrolls, have led text critics to pay much closer attention to what 
this "proto-Lucianic" family attests, especially in certain places in Samuel 
and Kings. (For details, see the summation in the first chapter of J. D. Shen
kel, Chronology and Recensional Development in the Greek Text of Kings, 
and esp. the work of Thackeray, Barthelemy, and Cross which he cites.) 
Throughout II Kings, the Lucianic family attests the existence of a Hebrew 
text rather independent of, and in some places superior to, the mainstream 
Hebrew text form which becomes the MT. At II Kings 10: 11 a superior 
reading seems to be preserved. The list of Jehu's victims neatly joins two 
natural pairs, first those with close social ties and second those in prominent 
political and religious posts. For our purposes, the striking thing is the juxta
position of two terms we find in Ruth, the go'•lim and the m•yuddii'im. Note 
the interweaving in Ruth: the story-teller introduces Boaz at 2: 1 as a m•yuddii', 
then has Naomi refer to him as "one of our go'•lim" in 2:20, only to have her 
at 3 :2 refer to him as "of our moda'at"; thereafter the term go' el takes over 
completely. 

On the basis of the proto-Lucianic reading in II Kings 10:11 we must 
choose the "written" text in the MT rather than the "read" text of the scribes. 
We are also led to recognize that the meaning of the term lies very close to 
that of go' el, "kinsman." A hint of its original connotation comes from the 
recent demonstration that the verb yd' is an important part of treaty/covenant 
terminology in pre-Israelite Canaan and in Israelite theology (see esp. 
H. B. Huffmon, BASOR 181 [February 1966], 31-37, and, with S. B. Parker, 
BASOR 184 [December 1966], 36-38). Huffmon shows that yd' is a re
ciprocal action in a treaty relationship between overlord and vassal; each 
"knows" the other, that is, recognizes the other as partner in treaty. Note 
well that this language is characteristic of treaties between unequals. 

Can words from the root yd' also apply to the kind of covenant relationship 
existing between persons on a par with one another? That is what I want to 
propose for our word m•yuddii',' hence the translation "covenant-brother." In 
the five passages where the term appears other than in Ruth 2: 1 and II Kings 
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10: 11, it indicates a very close relationship. In the bitter lament of Psalm 88, 
the poet concludes a series of accusatory cries at verse 8[Hebrew, 9] by 
blaming God for causing him to be shunned by his closest allies, his covenant
brothers; in the final verse of the psalm, he is still accusing: ''You have made 
lover and friend shun me; my one and only m•yudda' is Darkness" (after 
M. Dahood, Psalms II, 51-100, AB, vol. 17, pp. 301-7). In Psalm 31:11 
[Hebrew, 12], there is a progression from adversaries to neighbors to "cove
nant-brothers." In Psalm SS: 13[Hebrew, 14] the term is parallel with 'allup, a 
rare word which can be used to describe the relationship between husband 
and wife (Prov 2:17) and that between Yahweh and Judah (Jer 3:4). Finally, 
Job 19:14 uses the term in parallelism with q"robay, "ones near me," the very 
term placed in Naomi's mouth at Ruth 2:20 parallel to "our g0'•1im." 

These parallels help us to see the developed use of the term more than its 
original connotation. In fact, we have nothing certain to indicate that a real 
semantic distinction existed between m6yudda' and go' el at the time of the 
composition of the Ruth story. I suspect, however, that the story-teller con
fronts us here with an archaic term belonging to a societal structure that 
reaches beyond blood ties. It adds the dimension of covenant responsibility 
to that of family responsibility. 

To all this, one final word. The story-teller shows here not only his interest 
in custom and terminology, but also his interest in word-play. The root yd' 
is one of his key words, especially in chapter 3 (see 2:10, 11, 3:2-4, 11, 
18, 4:4). Once more we see him as a master of literary effect. 

a man of substance. The idiom 'i1 gibbOr l;iayl here probably combines sev
eral meanings found in other biblical pasuges which employ it. H. Tadmor, 
Journal of World History 11 (1968), 18, n. 33, develops the military connota
tion of the expression in studying II Kings 1S:20 (cf. I Chron S:24, 8:40, and 
the numbers in the first Judean exile of S97 in II Kings 24:14-16). The same 
passage also suggests their comparative wealth. On the other hand, Gideon 
in Judg 6: 12 and Jeroboam in I Kings 11 :28 are gibbOre l;iayl, apparently 
because of their diligence and/ or good reputation (so also Kish, at I Sam 9: 1). 
In this connection, we dare not detach this description of Boaz from the 
expression 'eset l;iayl which he himself will use to compliment Ruth in 3: 11. 
The translation "man of substance" has just the right ambiguity to cover the 
term in the Hebrew! 

the same sub-tribe as Elimelek. While m6yuddil' has pointed to a covenanted 
relationship, it is now made clear that the man is at least a distant relative of 
Elimelek; in F. I. Andersen's terms, he belongs to the same "phratry" or sub
tribe, a unit larger than the extended family (bet 'iib) but smaller than the 
tribe (Andersen, The Bible Translator 20 [1969], 29-39, esp. 34ff.; cf. R. de 
Vaux. Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions [New York: McGraw-Hill, 1961], 
entries under "clan" in the general index). See NoTB on 1 :2, "Ephrathites .... " 

Boaz. The LXX and OL transcribe this name "Boaz," a spelling which 
could support a Hebrew combination bo 'oz, "in him is strength." Two 
LXXL manuscripts underscore the theme of strength by adding "in strength" 
after "Boaz/he said" in 2:4 and 8. Another possibility is to vocali7.e b•'oz, 
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"in the strength of . ," and to analyze the name as a hypocoristicon-a short 
"nickname"--of a sentence name such as "In the strength of Yahweh I re
joice." Noth, in his Personennamen, p. 228, invokes instead the Arabic root 
b§z, and proposes "of keen spirit" as the meaning; Rudolph prefers this 
etymology and proposes "lively, vigorous." The former option ascribes strength 
to deity; the latter describes an attribute of the person himself. If, as many as
sume, the names in our story were invented or at least selected to fit the 
characters of their bearers, Noth and Rudolph would seem to have the bet
ter of the case. As we have seen, however, there is reason to think that the 
names in Ruth are authentic, and this should be especially true of a man 
who was the direct ancestor of David. Probably, Boaz was an authentic per
sonal name characteristic of the early Israelite period, whatever its meaning. 

An even more interesting question relates to the correspondence between 
Boaz' name and that of the pillar at the left of the entry to the Solomonic 
temple (I Kings 7:21; II Chron 3:17). R. B. Y. Scott has plausibly proposed 
that the pillar Boaz was designated by the first woi:d of a dynastic formula 
inscribed on it, and suggests that the formula read "In the strength of (b•'oz) 
Yahweh shall the king rejoice," or the like (JBL 58 [1939], 148-49, accepted 
by Albright, Archaeology and the Religion of Israel5, p. 135). This assumes, 
as most everyone would agree, that the Solomonic temple was a royal chapel 
closely tied to the Davidic dynasty. It would also mean that the dynastic 
formula was itself closely tied to the Davidic dynasty and its ideology, and 
does not antedate the establishment of the Israelite united monarchy. Conse
quently, Boaz the man could hardly carry a name derived from the formula, 
if he indeed was the great-grandfather of David. 

But what about the reverse possibility? In 1959, S. Yeivin put forward the 
stimulating hypothesis that the pillars at the dynastic chapel were named after 
Solomon's ancestors (Palestine Exploration Quarterly 91 [1959], 21-22). Few 
have felt this hypothesis to be strong, although Rudolph notes it and rejects it 
primarily because Yeivin could not point out a known Solomonic ancestor 
with a name corresponding to the other pillar at the temple doorway, Jachin 
(yiikln). But Yeivin does note that this name, and sentence names compounded 
with the verb it represents, are attested in Israel. Indeed, one turns up in the 
Davidic line in the form y•hOyiikin (Jehoiachin), also known as y•konyiih, 
the name of the king deposed and exiled in 597 B.C.E. Yeivin's hypothesis 
deserves to be kept alive-and I am glad to acknowledge that D. N. Freed
man, who also thin.ks so, is the one who pointed out to me its continued 
viability. 

2. I am going out. The Hebrew uses the so-called cohortative first person, 
which can express a request for permission or a firm determination. There 
follows the particle na', regularly described in the grammars as an expression 
of polite deference, a precative. In fact, however, its actual usage does not 
bear this out. A recent, superb teaching grammar, that of T. 0. Lambdin, 
Introduction to Biblical Hebrew (New York: Scribner, 1971), pp. 170 f., 
describes it as a means of establishing "a logical consequence, either of an 
immediately preceding statement or of the general situation in which it is 
uttered." The translation here given is meant to suggest that Ruth, having 
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taken stock of the general situation, states her determination to set about 
meeting it (see the recent German commentaries: "I want to go out," as com
pared to recent English translations, such as NEB: "May I go out," or RSV: 
"Let me go"). 

the field. The word is the same as that used for the Moabite "plateau" in 
the first chapter. Here in Judah, it refers to all the land under cultivation 
around the town, divided into plots (see 2:3 and 4:3) belonging to the various 
townspeople. 

in whose eyes I find favor. ''To find favor in the eyes of" is a frequently 
used idiom, almost always in the elevated prose of dramatic narratives. Of 
forty instances, thirty-two occur in speeches, as does this one. It seems al
ways to be used by a person of inferior status to a superior, thirteen times by 
a person before God. Indeed, it may be used as a criterion for determining 
who holds the dominant position in a relationship where there might be 
reason for doubt (e.g. Jacob to his son Joseph in Gen 47:29, David to 
Jonathan in I Sam 20:3, 29, and to Nabal in I Sam 25:8). Of great interest is 
the way in which the Ruth story-teller uses it three times in chapter 2 (see 
verses 10 and 13), each time with a slightly different effect. Here, it suggests 
that Ruth sets out to glean with the intention of requesting permission from 
the harvesters. See the COMMENT. 

3. So she set out and came and gleaned. It is conceivable that this succession 
of three verbs represents a conflation of ancient recensions, since the LXXB 
and LXXL, supported by the Syriac and the Vulgate, do not include the 
second verb. Some of the same superfluity of verbs is present in 2:7, but 
terseness is not necessarily a mark of our story-teller, especially as he leads 
into a new scene (cf. 3: 3 and the first NoTE there). We hardly need follow 
Slotki, who suggests that she practiced coming and going so as to familiarize 
herself with the new (to her) practice! 

There is another important thing to notice: the three verbs, each imperfect 
with the so-called waw-consecutive, are a sort of summation of the action; 
they do not constitute a statement that all three actions have taken place 
before we go on to the "and her luck brought her" opening of the drama. 
The story-teller does the same thing here as he did at 1 : 6, which is tantamount 
to saying, "Here is what this episode is about and here is how it happened . 
. . . " This style of the story-teller is crucial to a proposal for the under
standing of verse 7; see the second NoTE there. 

her luck brought her. Both verb and noun are built from the root qrh, 
"to befall, happen." The LXX translators dutifully reflect the Semitic structure 
by using a Greek noun derivative of the verb, even though they had to 
stretch the noun's meaning a bit, since it usually meant "calamity!" The no
tion of chance or accident is not usually a nuance of the Hebrew root's mean
ing; on the impact of its usage here, see the COMMENT. 

4. Then Boaz came. The string of imperfects with waw-consecutive in verse 3 
is interrupted by a clause beginning w•hinneh bo'az bii', an example of a 
frequent construction in Hebrew narrative style making it "graphic and vivid, 
and enabling the reader to enter into the surprise or satisfaction of the 
speaker or actor concerned" (Brown, Driver, and Briggs, Lexicon, p. 244a). 
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The verb in such clauses can be either participle or perfect tense, and it so 
happens that the verb bii' here is the form for both. The versions opt for the 
perfect tense, but another consideration supports the participle. Within the 
larger category of w•hinneh clauses there is a sub-group employing the parti
ciple only, used when a scene has been set and then just the right thing 
happens, with little or no lapse of time, and with a distinct hint of wonder 
at the cause. One of the best examples is Ruth 4: l. Another excellent instance 
is Gen 24:15, where, after Abraham's servant has set up in his prayer the 
test by which he will identify the right wife for Isaac, lo and behold, along 
comes Rebekah. Other examples occur in II Sam 18: 31 and I Kings 1 : 42, 
while something of the same tone is in II Sam 15:32, 16:1 and I Kings 1:22 
(all these from the "Court History of David"). The impact in Ruth 2:4 is 
that Boaz' arrival came not long after Ruth herself had come to the field, 
but long enough after (as the sequel indicates) for the overseer to have formed 
a positive impression of Ruth, hence at just the right time. Furthermore, the 
audience is led to feel that Boaz' arrival is another ·facet of Ruth's good for
tune in hitting upon the particular portion of the field where she is working. 

Yahweh be with you/ Compare Ps 129:8 and Judg 6:12. In the latter pas
sage what started out as a greeting becomes the subject of a challenge on the 
part of Gideon: "Pardon me, sir, but if Yahweh is with us, why has all this 
happened to us?" (Boling, Judges, AB, vol. 6A ad loc.; cf. Joiion, Commen
taire, p. 48, optative here in Ruth, but indicative in Judg 6:12). 

5. to his young man. Beginning with this "young man" there follows a 
stream of occurrences of words designating "young people": na'ar for the 
overseer, na'ariih for Ruth, n•'arlm for the workers both male and female or 
sometimes only male, and n•'arot for the young women who participate in the 
harvest. As he does frequently elsewhere, the story-teller bunches numerous 
uses of the same root in this episode. of the story. References to the young 
people will stop in 3 :2, but the word na'ariih will make one more climactic ap
pearance, at 4:12. The emphasis upon youth will also have its impact at 3:10, 
where, with another facet of his characteristic deftness, the story-teller will use 
a different word (see second NoTE on 3:10). 

To whom does this young woman belong? The form of the question, which 
may seem a bit odd, must be allowed to stand, despite the fact that a group of 
LXX manuscripts (not LXX.B or LXXL') joins the OL in recasting the ques
tion into the simpler "Who is this young woman?" (Note the Syriac: "What 
is the good of this young woman?" Two OT stories provide instructive com
mentary: the interrogation of the Amalekite slave in I Sam 30: 13 f. and 
Jacob's anticipation of his encounter with Esau in Gen 32: 17 f.[Hebrew, 
18 f.]. In both cases, a series of questions is asked and in each case the answers 
do identify the person questioned, but only in such a way as to carry the 
story forward. Thus, in I Sam 30:13, David asks the captured slave "To whom 
do you belong? Where are you from?" and learns in response that he is an 
Egyptian youth, slave of an Amalekite. The answer is something more than 
"name, rank, and serial number," for it leads directly to providing David the 
opportunity to find the Amalekite camp and take it by surprise. It is doubtful 
that the question ''To whom do you belong?" was based on a prior recogni-
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tion that the man was a slave. Rather, it is a question which probes circum
stances. 

In Gen 32: 13 ff., Jacob prepares an elaborate gift of animals and sends them 
ahead to meet Esau, instructing his servants how to answer the questions Esau 
will probably ask: "To whom do you belong? Where are you going? Whose 
are these (animals you are driving) before you?" They are to answer: "To your 
servant Jacob. They are a present sent to my lord Esau." The answer is more 
or less pertinent to the questions but the focus is on the gift and its intended 
effect. Indeed, most translations make it an answer to the last question only; 
see Gen 32: 19 in Speiser, Genesis, AB, vol. 1: "Your brother Jacob's; it is a 
present. ... " Once again the questions afe probing into circumstances. 

The same is true here. Boaz' question is more general than simply one of 
identification. It invites the answer which in fact it receives, namely informa
tion about Ruth which will move the story forward. A good paraphrase might 
be "Where does this young woman fit in?" It is the first of a series of three 
vital questions used by the story-teller; see 3:9 and 3:16. 

6. She's a Moabite girl. The Hebrew provides no definite article here, nor 
does the OL, but the LXX and Syriac do. For the Hebrew text the clause im
mediately following will provide the definition, which in turn presumably trig
gers Boaz' memory of having heard about her. The Hebrew text is the more 
difficult reading, and should be retained. 

the one who returned. Again the definite article on a perfect verb, accord
ing to the Masoretic accentuation (see NOTE on 1 :22 and compare 4:3, where 
Naomi is the person returning). 

7. May I glean . .. ? The cohortative form recalls immediately 2:2 where, it 
was maintained (see the first NOTE), the force is one of determination. There 
is no difficulty in having the same form function here as a polite request for 
permission; the context requires it. 

[the fourteen remaining Hebrew words of verse 7]. It is likely that the pre
cise meaning here will permanently elude us. The bracketed blank space may 
help the reader to see where things stand before these words and where they 
stand after them. Somehow the intervening words provided the transition. An 
idea of the complexities involved can be gained by comparing a literal render
ing of the entire Hebrew verse with a highly influential attempt to make sense 
of the words, that of Rudolph. 

MT: "She said, 'And I shall gather (or: let me gather) among the sheaves 
after the reapers.' So she came and stood from then the morning and until 
now; this is her (sitting/resting) the house a few." 

Rudolph: "She said 'And I shall gather blades behind the reapers,' then she 
went out and has been on her feet from morning until now; only just now has 
she taken a brief break." 

Notice the following problems and proposed solutions. 
1) Because Boaz will arrange for Ruth to glean between (Hebrew, ben) the 

sheaves in 2: 15, it is incongruous to have Ruth request and receive permission 
to glean among (Hebrew, b•) the sheaves here. Rudolph therefore follows 
Joilon in revocalizing MT's '11marim to '11mirim, the plural of 'amir. This 
noun occurs elsewhere in the OT only as a singular collective, in four pro-
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phetic similes (Amos 2:13; Jer 9:21; Micah 4:12; and Zech 12:6); the mean
ing in the prophetic similes is itself "sheaves," but Joi.ion suspects that the 
plural (of the usual singular collective) suggests isolated spears or blades of the 
barley. The preposition b• is then to be taken as "participative," as it was on 
the word sibbolet, "barley spears," in 2:2, which requires no equivalent in 
translation (we might say, "work at the stalks"). Perhaps the Syriac and 
Vulgate offer an easier way out; they simply eliminate "and I shall glean 
among the sheaves" (Gerleman accepts). 

2) To translate watta'amod with "has been on her feet=has persisted" is to 
stretch the meaning of the verb 'md, "to stand," rather seriously. Rudolph, 
sensing this, is friendly to a proposal of Houbigant made in 1777 to change to 
watta'amor, a verb cognate with the noun just discussed, meaning "to glean 
stalks" (cf. a unique Piel form of this root in Ps 129:7). 

3) Rudolph takes Hebrew me'iiz, usually "from then," to mean simply 
"from," invoking Exod 4:10, Lachish Letter 3.7, and possibly Ps 76:8. M. Da
hood has argued convincingly that this word means "from of old" in-Ps 76:8 
(Psalms Jl, 51-100, AB, p. 220; cf. Psalms I, 1-50, AB, p. 278). The other 
two places follow me'iiz with a suffixed infinitive construct in what is prob
ably a syntactically fixed combination: "from the time of your speaking to 
your servant" (Exod 4: 10); "from the time of your sending (word) to your 
servant" (Lachish Letter 3.7). The case is very weak, therefore, to read here 
"from the morning." An alternate proposal is to emend me'iiz to me'or: 
"from the light of" the morning. Another possibility is to assume that there ex
isted alternative readings in two early Hebrew recensions, one having "from 
then and up to now" and the other "from the morning and up to now"; con
flation of the two would result in the MT reading. Finally, note the LXX 
"from early morning until evening," an impossible reading if we are to un
derstand that the text is describing the events of a single day; there lie ahead a 
break for a meal and then more gleaning until evening (verse 17). 

4) Rudolph proposes that there was a second 'attiih, "now," in the original 
text and that it dropped out by scribal haplography. This second 'attiih he then 
joins to zeh, "this," in an adverbial combination: "only just now." Such an 
idiom is attested in II Kings 5:22 and I Kings 17:24. Such haplographies 
certainly did occur in scribal transmission, but the resulting text here is slightly 
awkward. 

5) Rudolph revocalizes the consonants sbth from sibtiih of the MT ("her 
sitting" or "her resting") to sab•tah from the root sbt, "to rest." Many others 
propose the same change, and this is one of the cornerstones of the ingenious 
solution offered by D. Lys, VT 21 (1971), 479-501. (The chief value of Lys' 
article is its catalogue and comparison of some nineteen varying translations.) 

6) The following word in the Hebrew text is habbayt, "the house." Because 
it shares two consonants with sbth, Rudolph proposes to delete it as a dittog
raphy. This drastic measure would help immensely, because "the house" here 
is very hard to fit into the picture. Was there a house at the field where the 
workers could get a few minutes in the shade (so KJ and the Targum)? Was it 
a toilet (so W. Reed, College of the Bible Quarterly 41 [1964], 8)? Had Ruth 
gone home, and if so, why is Boaz able to address her in the following verse? 
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Two solutions offered by the velliions suggest how early translators sought to 
resolve the matter. The LXX reads "she has not stopped in the field a little," 
and the Vulgate, "not for a moment has she returned home." The negative in 
these two translations is not attested in the other versions or in the Mf. 

What can be made of all this? Clearly there was a confused text present be
fore the ancient translators did their work. Only a combination of errors, pro
gressing by stages and compounding the confusion, can account for what we 
now have. It is even doubtful whether we can assert what most commentators 
do, namely that whatever the original reading the portrayal was of a girl both 
polite and diligent. Perhaps one more thing can be said, as a stimulus to further 
wrestling with the problem. B. Zimolong, in a brief note to ZAW 58 (1940-
41), 156-58, urges a closer attention to the context, especially to verse 8, and 
proposes that the final word in verse 7, "a few, a little," be taken as a descrip
tion of what Ruth had been able to glean up to the ti.me of Boaz' arrival. 

Looking at the context preceding this verse, there may be another clue. Ruth 
has said she will go to glean after someone in whose eyes she finds favor. 
The story-teller will, of course, see to it that this motif is picked up. It is, in 
verses 10 and 13. Favor is found in Boaz' eyes. The question can be asked, then, 
whether it is necessarily certain that Ruth had received permission to glean 
from the oveneer and had begun working before Boaz arrived. Perhaps, in fact, 
we should take the beginning of the verse to mean that she had asked but had 
not received her answer, because the owner of the crop had not yet arrived, and 
in the overseer's view the owner alone was the one to grant it. We can then take 
watta'"mod in its literal and regular sense: "she arrived and has stood" waiting 
for permission before she begins and not leaving until she has tried to secure it. 
This proposal requires the understanding of the beginning of verse 3 given at the 
first NoTB there: "she set out and came and gleaned" is a summary of the 
action which the whole episode spells out. Her luck had brought her to the 
"right" field, but she had not as yet secured permission. If this proposal has 
merit, it may explain the distinctly languid pace of the first seven verses of 
chapter 2, with its attention to the greetings between owner and workmen, and 
the drawn-out exchange between Boaz and his overseer. The impact is to un
derscore her patience and determination. But once Boaz gets clear on the mat
ter, as he notices the young woman "standing there," he at once gives the per
mission in the sequel, perhaps with a bit of irritation at his scrupulous overseer 
(so Freedman). If so, once again a righteous person's behavior transcends 
proper, but uninspired, correctness. 

Fortunately for the story, the radical disruption of the text in verse 7 appears 
not to lead to confusion about the progress of the drama. Let the reader of the 
Bible note well, however, that a hundred conjectures about a badly disrupted 
text are all more likely to be wrong than any one of them absolutely right! 

8. Hear me well. Literally, "Have you not heard?" The Hebrew negative 
rhetorical question, assuming the strongly affirmative answer, is a frequent 
feature of story style. See 2:9, 3:1, 2. 

to glean. Oddly enough, the Masoretic vocalization makes this a Qal of the 
verb, while in the eleven other occurrences of the verb in this chapter it is 
vocalized as a Piel. E. Jenni, Das hebriiische Pi'el (Zilrich: EVZ Verlag, 
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1968), pp. 188 f., notes that the Qal of this verb normally expresses a 
comparatively effortless gleaning from a large available supply, while the Piel 
has the nuance of difficult and hence thorough work. That fails to account for 
this one Qal, however. For it, Jenni points out that this is the only occurrence 
in Ruth which follows a negative, and negation makes the emphasis on the re
sult (and hence, presumably, the difficulty) superfluous. I am not persuaded we 
have the reason as yet. 

in another field. Probably better than "in the field of another" (Ehrlich). The 
Syriac offers a bizarre variant: "Have you not heard the proverbial saying: 'Do 
not glean in a field which is not your own'?" Perhaps the phrase looks ahead to 
things to come, or even to 4:3 where we will be left without explanation of how 
it happens that Naomi has a portion of the field to sell. 

And also do not. The word gam, "also," seems superfluous, and distinctly not 
poetic. Here, and at the two instances of gam in 1: 12 (see the NoTE on 1: 12-
13), LXX8 fails to use its usual kaige to render gam. The language in Boaz' 
mouth has often been recognized to be rather heavy .and archaic. Perhaps this 
is a quaint manner of speech. 

But right here. Joiion is wrong to find this redundant. Boaz speaks a balanced 
rhythmic prose as do the women. The word koh in this locative sense is confined, 
as S. R. Driver, Introduction to the Literature of the Old Testament, rev. ed. 
of 1913 (repr. New York: Meridian, 1956), note on p. 454, points out, to 
classical prose. Cf. esp. Gen 31 :37; Num 23: 15; and II Sam 18:30. 

attach yourself. That root is dbq, the pregnant key word introduced at 1 :14. 
At 1:14 and 2:23, it is followed by the preposition b•; here and at 2:21 it is 
followed by the preposition 'im, "with," the only places in the OT displaying 
that syntax. Joiion notes that these two instances are in Boaz' words (the 
second when Ruth is quoting him). Here is another mark of Boaz' special style 
of speaking. 

The orthography of the form is interesting: tidbiiqin, with the so-called 
paragogic nun. This is probably a mark of archaic style; see Myers, MLLF, pp. 
17 f. There are four of them in second feminine singular verb forms in Ruth, 
all in speeches: 2:8 (an imperative addressed to Ruth), 2:21 (Ruth, but 
quoting Boaz), 3:4and18 (Naomi). 

my girls. We have pointed out in the first NOTE on verse 5 the heavy use of 
nouns based on na'ar. This is the first occurrence of a plural feminine noun 
designating a part of the harvesting team. It will reappear in 2:22 and 23 in an 
interesting way (see NoTEs there). Joiion (Commentaire, pp. 52f.) is properly 
surprised that so little specific mention is made of the feminine contingent 
among the harvesters, and especially that Ruth is not instructed to sit with the 
other women at the time of eating in verse 14. It appears that we must take 
most if not all the masculine plural endings on the nouns "harvesters" and 
"young people" to include both sexes. Then, when the story-teller uses a femi
nine plural, we are probably being reminded (as so often in the Genesis 
patriarchal stories) of the importance of protecting the "elected" woman from 
harm and even the possibility of the wrong marriage for her. 

9. Keep your eyes on the field. The MT preserves simply ''your eyes on the 
field" without any verb or conjunction, which is surprising in Ruth because of 
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the overwhelming tendency to begin sentences with w•, "and," plus a verb. As 
it stands, the MT raises the question of whether the words make up a complete 
sentence, or represent a clause to be subordinated to what follows: "(Keeping) 
your eyes on the field where they harvest, go after them . . ." Perhaps we 
have to do instead with an imperative, with a pronominal suffix, of the verb 
'yn, attested in Ugaritic and now being found in biblical passages. M. Dahood 
has found a Hiphil of the root at Ps 65:6, and compares I Sam 2:27, 18:9 and 
Ecclesiasticus 14: 10 (Psalms II, 51-100, AB, vol. 17, NOTE on 65:6, "show 
us"). This proposal requires that the first clause in this verse be an independent, 
not a subordinate unit. 

which they are harvesting / And go along after them. The verb yiq~oriln, 
"they are harvesting," uses the masculine plural form; the final prepositional 
phrase uses the feminine plural suffix. It is clear that the action indicated by the 
verb q~r is the comprehensive one of harvesting: sickling the stalks, gathering 
them into sheaves, and binding them. This is done in concert by a team of both 
men and women, the women presumably pedorming the gathering and binding. 
The shift in gender is therefore understandable. 

1 am commanding. Literally, "Have I not commandedT' another rhetorical 
question as in 2:8 (see the first NoTE there). The LXXBL here has idou, "be
hold," while at 2:8 it reflects the Hebrew negative question precisely. The 
hexaplaric LXX manuscripts conform to the Hebrew. 

to bother you. The verb ng' is usually related to its object by a preposition; 
only here and at Gen 26:29 and Isa 52:11 does it take a direct object (lotion, 
Grammaire, § 125b}. Quite possibly the assonance of this word to pg' of 2:22 
is intentional; see second NoTE there. 

the vessels. Some of the harvesters would have brought water jars to the field 
as a general supply for all. (This may well have been women's work, so that 
the masculine plural on "young people" may again reflect mixed gender.) Be
cause water is not explicitly mentioned in the MT, lotion (Commentaire, pp. 
53 f.) speculates that the drink was wine, but the verb employed at the con
clusion of the verse is used exclusively for drawing water. The OL, Vulgate, 
and Syriac fail to mention vessels. 

10. Why have 1 found favor in your eyes. See the last NOTE on 2:2 and the 
COMMENT. The interrogative word is maddua', not the more frequent (and 
perhaps less precise) /iimah, ''why?" It is not clear that special precision is 
needed here. Possibly the story-teller is capitalizing on the assonance of maddua' 
with forms of the root yd', "to know," used frequently in this story (see second 
NoTE on 2:1). 

So that you take special note of me, I Though I am a foreigner. The word
play between the first and last words, and the assonance of all three, makes this 
unit a pure delight: l•hakkireni w•'anoki nokriyah. The first word is a 
Hiphil of nkr, and usually has slightly different meanings from that needed 
here, such as "to identify, to recognize someone formerly known, to acknowl
edge" (see, e.g., 3:14). In meaning, the occurrence at Ps 142:4[Hebrew, 5] 
comes the closest: "no one takes note of me." In short, the first word is the one 
bent semantically to allow the word-play. Myers, MLLF, pp. 19 ff., uses the 
comparative frequency of the long form of the first person pronoun 'anoki over 
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the short form •an'i as a criterion for judging the comparatively early date of 
Ruth; a preponderance of the Jong form should point to greater antiquity, and 
in Ruth odds are 7 to 2 in favor of the Jong form. Here in 2: 10, however, the 
choice of the long form is probably dictated by assonance with the words sur
rounding it. 

11. It has been made quite clear. The Hebrew is hugged huggad, a familiar 
syntactic device for emphasis employing an infinitive absolute form before the 
indicative of the same verb. Josh 9: 24 uses the same expression; the Gibeonites 
had been made all too fully aware that there was no opposing the Israelite con
quest. The precise nature of the emphasis might be iterative ("I've been 
hearing it from all sides") or an indication of its impact ("I have been im
pressed by what I've been hearing"). 

The forms, Hophals of ngd, are very much a mark of classical Hebrew prose. 
Of thirty-five instances, none are in P materials, while three are distributed 
throughout the product of the lsaianic "school" (at 7:2, 21:2 [a late oracle], 
and 40:21 [Deutero-Isaiah]). All the rest are in J, E, Deuteronomy, and the 
Deuteronomic History, six in the Court History of David. 

And how you forsook. The Hebrew has no explicit expression here for 
"how," but the LXX states it explicitly: pos. This is hardly necessary, as 
Joiion shows, citing I Kings 18: 13 as displaying similar syntax ( Commentaire, 
p. 55; Grammaire, § 118j). 

previously. How prosaic the English is compared to the Hebrew, literally, 
"yesterday and the third day." The idiom displays considerable variety in its 
spelling, and in its employment of prepositions and adverbial adjuncts. Only at 
Exod 5:8 does it appear exactly as it does here (note Exod 5:7 and 14 with 
variation). However varied, the idiom belongs almost exclusively to the prose 
of J and E and the Deuteronomic historian (note it in casuistic law, at Exod 
21 :29, 36; Deut 4:42, 19:4, 6). 

12. May Yahweh grant your action due recompense. The meaning here is 
clear enough, but the Hebrew is syntactically uniquely terse when one com
pares it to similar passages. Here, MT reads y•sallem yhwh po'•lek, that is, 
verb-subject-direct object (with no preposition or mark of accusative). The 
full form of the syntax when God is the subject of this verb is probably 
"recompense to (!•) X according to (k•) his/your/their Y," where Y is most 
likely evil, rarely good, and only on three occasions the neutral po'al, "deed, 
action, work" (here and at Jer 25:14 and 50:29). The full form occurs at II 
Sam 3:39 and Jer 25:14. Variations occur: Deut 7:10 lacks the final "accord
ing to" element, while the echo of that verse in Jer 32: 18 includes the final 
element as the direct object: "recompensing the fathers' iniquities to (Hebrew, 
'el, not!•) the bosom of their sons." 

There are two interesting considerations. First, LXXL' has soi, "to you," as 
does the OL (tibi) and the editor's hand in Theodoret's exegesis of Ruth. Given 
the standard formula, this stands an excellent chance of being an original read
ing at least in one of the early Hebrew recensions of our story: "May Yahweh 
recompense to you your action." (Cf. the Ugaritic idioms in Jetter salutations, 
recently discussed by S. Loewenstamm, BASOR 194 [April 1969], 52-54, and 
the literature he cites). Second, attention should be called to the final word of 
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this short blessing. Brown, Driver, and Briggs, Lexicon, states that the noun is 
poetic (correct) and late (incorrect!). The verb p'l is an archaic word, used in 
Exod 15:17 and Num 23:23 (eleventh-century poems), Ps 68:28[Hebrew, 29) 
(see W. F. Albright, Hebrew Union College Annual 23 [1950-51), 31-39), and 
Deut 32:27 (at least ninth-century; see G. E. Wright, in Israel's Prophetic Her
itage, eds. B. W. Anderson and W. Harrelson, [New York, Harper, 1962), esp. 
pp. 26f., 36--41, 58-65). It also appears in the early tenth-century Ahiram in
scription and the late tenth-century Eli-Ba'al inscription from Phoenicia. As 
for the noun, it occurs in Deut 32:4 and in what may be the original snippet 
of the Levi blessing by Moses in Deut 33:11 (see F. M. Cross and D. N. 
Freedman, JBL 67 [1948), 204, n. 29). Then, there are a number of occur
rences of the root in exilic and postexilic writing. Once more we are confronted 
with archaic diction which will have a renaissance in the period beginning 
around 600 e.c.E. 

your payment. Hebrew, TrlaSkurtek. The same word is used literally for wages 
in the Jacob-Laban stories at Gen 29:15, 31:7, 41, the only other places where 
this particular form occurs. Another noun from the same root, siikiir, shows 
the same combination of literal and figurative meanings; see Gen 30:28-33, 
31:28 compared to Gen 15:1 and 30:18. Note also Jer 31:16; Isa 40:10 and 
62: 11, where forms of the roots §kr and p'l (see preceding NOTE) appear to
gether; especially in Deutero-Isaiah a new use is developed for a noun, 
p"'ulliih, as Yahweh's "reward." 

Under whose wings you have come to seek refuge. The imagery recalls most 
explicitly that of Deut 32:37 and Ps 91 :4; the latter is the only place to use the 
preposition "under" as our passage does. See also Pss 17:8, 36:7[Hebrew, 8), 
57: l[Hebrew, 2), and 61 :4[Hebrew, 5], and the thorough exploration by 
G. E. Mendenhall, The Tenth Generation, pp. 32-68. The Ruth story-teller 
will produce a marvelous effect, intrinsic to his theological message, by using 
the word kiiniip, "wing," once more, at 3: 9. 

13. May I continue to find favor. The progression beginning in verse 2 and 
continuing in verse 10 is here brought to its conclusion. This sentence is both a 
statement of thanksgiving and, because it uses the imperfect verb, an expres
sion of confidence about future well-being; cf. I Sam 1: 18, where Hannah re
sponds in this fashion to Eli after he has blessed her, and to II Sam 16:4, 
where Ziba does the same after David has bestowed on him all of Mephibo
sheth 's belongings. 

Because you have comforted me. Most frequently used for the act of con
soling one who mourns, this Piel of nbm also designates comfort of the op
pressed or distressed. It is hardly likely that Ruth is referring back to the loss 
of her husband; the best commentary on its meaning is provided by the clause 
parallel to it which follows. 

And because you have spoken to the heart. I would not be at all averse to 
seeing the "and" deleted (with Myers) in this manifestly poetic line. To speak to 
the heart of someone, although it occurs but nine times in the OT, can mean 
several different things. In Gen 34:3; Judg 19:3; and Hosea 2:16, it means to 
persuade, to entice a woman; in Gen 50:21, where it parallels a use of nbm as 
it does here, and in Isa 40:2, it means to comfort, to relieve. In narrative 



5. The Solomonic city gate at l.Jezer, viewed from inside town. Notice the low 
foundations for henches in the left foreground which faced an open plaza inside 
the gate. 



6. A view of one of the side chambers within the Gezer city gate. The chamber 
is lined with the foundations for plastered benches on which people could sit as 
they deliberated a legal matter. 

(Opposite above) 

7. Plan of the city gate of Dan, in use from the late tenth century at least 
through the ninth. One entered from the right, into a rectangular plaza; in its 
northwest corner were benches. and just at the entrance of the inner gate was 
what appears to he a judgment seat. 

(Opposite below) 

8. The large hewn blocks which served as benches within the plaza of the gate 
at Dan. 
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9. The foundations of a structure which was probably a ceremonial judgment 
seat for cases decided at the city gate. located just to the right (north) of the 
entrance to the inner gate at Dan. Two ornamented sockets, of an original four. 
which probably supported the posts holding up a canopy over the structure, 
flank the foundation. 
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contexts in II Sam 19:8; II Chron 30:22, 32:6, it refers to the encouragement 
the king gives to his people. On balance, one favors the second of these three. 
But it would not be at all unlike our story-teller to have a double meaning 
lurking here. In chapter 3, he will do much of the same sort of thing. 

your maid-servant. Here and at the end of the verse, Ruth uses the term 
Jipl;iiih; at 3 : 9 she will call herself Boaz' 'amiih. Joiion has suggested that 
sipl;iiih is more deferential than 'amiih, representing an even lower rung on the 
social ladder; he invokes I Sam 25: 41 in support, but the reading there is 
suspicious enough to raise doubts. In fact the terms seem to be almost precise 
synonyms: note for example that the designations are intermingled but with 
'amah predominating in the Abigail-David episode in I Sam 25 :24-41, are 
again intermingled but with lipJ.iah predominating in the story of the wise 
woman of Tekoah in II Sam 14:6-19. Just possibly, 'amah is a characteristic 
of E in various Genesis passages while sipl;iiih is J's word. (See the discussion 
of this in A. Jepsen, VT 8 [1958), 293-97.) But I propose a much more 
obvious reason for the use of sipl;iiih here; it is cognate with the word 
miJpiiJ.ijjh, "sub-tribe" in 2: 1 and 3. Our story-teller is rwl.ning true to form. 

D. N. Freedman has reminded me of a bit of evidence which may pertain 
to our understanding of Ruth's deferential words here and in 3:9. Over a cen
tury ago, a damaged inscription was found on a tomb facade nearly buried 
beneath a home in the village of Silwan, across the K.idron valley from the 
temple mount in Jerusalem. N. Avigad was the first to make cogent sense of it, 
in an article in IEJ 3 (1953), 137-52. It is the epitaph of a Judean royal 
steward of about 700 B.C.E., the time of King Hezekiah and the prophet Isaiah; 
indeed, it quite possibly belongs to the steward Shebna mentioned in Isa 
22: 15-16. It reads: "This is [the sepulcher of .. . ]yahu who is over the 
house. There is no silver and no gold here, but [his bones] and the bones of his 
'amah with him. Cursed be the man who will open this!" Avigad translated 
'amah here as "slave-wife." Surely this is correct; it is more likely that the 
'iimiih was indeed a beloved slave-wife than that she was buried with her lord 
simply in order to serve him in the netherworld! At the least, we can con
clude from this inscription that an 'amah could aspire to marriage with her 
master. Given this hint, it is not surprising to learn the outcome of Abigail's al
most obsequious reference to herself as both 'iimiih and Jipl;iiih in I Sam 
25:24-41-namely that she becomes David's wife. Nor is it difficult to assume 
that Ruth's deferential terms for herself in 2: 13 and 3: 9 give hints to an at
tentive audience of what is to come. 

Why, as for me, I am not even as (worthy as) one of your maid-servants. 
This rendering is by no means certain. The LXX, OL, and Syriac all show no 
negative, resulting in "I will become (OL: I am) one of your maid-servants." 
An easy way to bring the Hebrew into agreement with this is to posit an as
severative lii/lu in a place of the negative lo' (with F. Notscher, VT 3 [1953), 
375), and explain the extra aleph as a dittography from the word following. 
With Rudolph, however, one seems on surer ground by seeing this as an even 
greater expression of humility than the previous line. This is reinforced by the 
presence of the explicit pronoun 'anaki. It is as though Ruth, having used the 
deferential term lipl;iiih just previously, has her thought triggered to the 
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realization that she cannot even claim that status: "and now that I think about 
it, I'm not even a sipf:iiih of yours" (see Joiion, Commentaire, p. 57). Myers' 
proposal simply to remove the pronoun to serve the metrical cadence can only 
lead one to ask why it was at a later stage put in. 

14. at eating time. Most commentators see this as attached to what precedes, 
not to Boaz' words, although the LXX and the OL do attach it to his words. 
Joiion's argument (Commentaire, pp. 57-58) is especially important: the dra
matic effect of Ruth's words concluding verse 13 would be utterly shattered if 
Boaz' immediate reply to her were that she come at once and concern herself 
with such mundane matters as eating. As she did to Naomi in 1: 17, so here, she 
literally leaves Boaz speechless. 

Draw near here. The effect is to invite but at the same time to suggest a slight 
distance. In other words, the story-teller appears to have Boaz respect Ruth's 
deference and modesty. The verb is from the root ngs; among many contexts 
where a note of deference is suggested, see the occurrences in the Joseph story 
(Gen 43:19, 44:18, 45:4, 48:10-13), the cluster of six usages in Gen 27:21-
27, together with I Sam 14:38 where the same adverb (h•lom) is used with the 
same spelling of the imperative. The OL, however, is more forward: draw near 
to me. 

in the sour wine. It is clear that bome.r is liquid or semiliquid, and that it 
tastes good. Note Num 6:3, where the Nazirite is to vow he will not not drink 
f:iome.r of wine or f:iome.r of strong drink. In Ugaritic economic texts, the word 
appears with wine (e.g., in the ration list, UT 1099:27, 28, 35). In Ps 69:22, 
however, it designates a drink a thirsty man would not want; the Gospel 
accounts of drink offered to Jesus on the cross (Mark 15:36; Matt 27:48 
[cf. vs. 34]; and John 19:29-30) may take their rise from this psalm, but 
they manifest a discrepancy as to Jesus' attitude toward the offer. It is enough 
to assume that it was a refreshing sour drink. The Syriac, presumably mis
takenly, reads balbii', "milk," through a scribal error on an original f:iallii', 
"(wine) vinegar." Comparison to contemporary drinks or spreads among Arabs 
(G. Dalman, Arbeit und Sitte, III [G'iitersloh: Bertelsmann, 1933], 18, doubts 
there really is a valid comparison) advances our knowledge little. 

beside. How near to the harvesters did Ruth sit? Presumably not among 
them, because the preposition is the unusual mi.r.rad, "at the flanks of' (see the 
use with mountains at I Sam 20:25, 23:26). The selection of this preposition 
seems again to underscore Ruth's modesty. 

heaped up. This is largely a guess, because the root .rbt occurs only here in 
the OT, and the versions tend to cloud rather than clarify the issue. One line 
of evidence is afforded by a noun m.rbtm in the Ba'al-Anath cycle from 
Ugarit (UT 51.1.25), which probably means tongs; this would support some 
such idea as "passing over" the roasted grain. By one line of reasoning, the 
LXX reading may indicate the same idea. It translates .rbt here and .f"biitim 
(note the different t-sound representing a different Hebrew consonant) in verse 
16 with forms of the same verb root. If the LXX were based on a Hebrew 
text which had forms of .rbt at both places, we could link that root to Ak
kadian .rabiitu, "to grasp or seize." In fact, however, the verb the LXX coins 
means "to heap into a mound"; this in tum points toward Hebrew .fbr, a root 
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occurring in seven very diverse OT passages which have to do with heaps (see 
Gen 41:35, 49: heaps of grain; Exod 8:10: heaps of dead frogs; etc.). The 
Vulgate complicates matters further by rendering "she heaped up barley for 
herself." The decisive argument at this stage seems to be that the Greek coins 
a word which suggests heaping. At least to one early witness, heaping was the 
connotation, and it accords with the conclusion of the verse, where Ruth, hav
ing eaten her fill, has a surplus. 

parched grain. Although the impression may be gained that it was being 
prepared during the break for a meal, it is clear that this food, qiili, was stored 
in quantity and was something of a staple; see I Sam 25: 18, where Abigail 
brings five seahs or about a bushel of it as part of her lavish gift to David and 
his men (based on the measurements worked out by R. B. Y. Scott in BAR3 , 

p. 352), and I Sam 17:17, where Jesse has his son David take an ephah 
(about three-fifths of a bushel) of it for the provisioning of his elder brothers. 
Dalman, Arbeit und Sitte, III, 265 ff., claims that the OT practice per
tained to wheat (as opposed to barley?), but this canno.t be substantiated, and 
does not help us to decide whether the harvesters were eating the produce 
of their current work or some of last year's leftovers. 

15. between the sheaves. Or possibly "among the sheaf-binders" with the OL, 
especially if the Hebrew of verse 7 (see the second NOTE there) is allowed to 
stand. 

Do not bother her. The verb, a Hiphil of klm implies nothing as specific as 
molestation, although the LXX translates with a verb meaning "to disgrace, to 
shame." It may well be, then, that the term carried a nuance which under
scores Boaz' determination to protect Ruth from improper advances from the 
men. If, on the other hand, we take the masculine plural n"iirim in this verse 
as young people of mixed gender, rather than as young men, the connotation 
of Boaz' command to them is very nearly "do not deter her." The Vulgate 
reads just that, and the sense is close enough to the Hebrew that we do not 
need to resort, as Ioilon does (Commentaire, p. 60), to assuming Jerome had a 
form of kl', "to restrain," before him. 

16. And even pull out. The Hebrew is w•gam sol tasollii; it has long puzzled 
commentators because a derivation from Hebrew sll, "to spoil, plunder," seems 
impossible. The problem is further complicated by the versions. The Syriac 
omits all of verse 16 (as repetitive of 15?), while the LXX goes in two 
divergent directions. LXXB gives two verb phrases, both reflecting the Hebrew 
idiom of combining an infinitive absolute (actually here an infinitive construct) 
with its finite verb, literally, "Lifting, lift up for her; also casting, cast aside for 
her ... " Note that this reflects the Hebrew gam, "also," at a point between 
the two verbs. It is not at all impossible then, that LXXB, along with a few 
other LXX manuscripts, reflects a Hebrew recension which contained synony
mous parallelism making of this part of Boaz' speech another example of the 
semipoetry encountered frequently throughout the book. LXXL', on the other 
hand, shows only one verb, soreusate, "you shall heap up." Conceivably this 
represents Hebrew sll and would then attest a Hebrew version in which a 
hearing error had led to a writing of the wrong sibilant sound (Gerleman, but 
with too much confidence) . 
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All of this throws little light on our verb sll here. An Arabic cognate sll, 
used chiefly of drawing a sword, seems the best clue to follow. The word sl in 
a letter found at Ugarit (Le palais royal d'Ugarit, V (1965], text 114=UT 
2114), although the letter speaks of the devastation of threshing :floors and 
vineyards, must be connected to the more common Hebrew sll, "to plunder." 

the handfuls. That is, the amount of grain the sickler grasps with his left 
hand as he cuts with his right, a guess governed by the context. The assonance 
of the Hebrew word, which occurs only here in the OT, with the verb "heap 
up" in verse 14 has been discussed in the fifth NoTB on that verse. 

17. about an ephah. The preposition k• before 'epiih probably means "ap
proximately," as it frequently does in the OT. A very attractive alternative has 
been proposed by S. Talmon, BASOR 176 (December 1964), 33, in his 
study of the seventh-century Yabneh-yam ostracon to which we have re
ferred before. In this ostracon, a harvester in the forced-labor battalion seems 
to argue that he has delivered the exact amount of harvest required of him, 
using the preposition k• to indicate the exactitude, a so-called kaph veritatis. 
Talmon wonders whether the same meaning should be applied here: just an 
ephab. If so, the emphasis would lie on the remarkable fact that Ruth had 
gleaned exactly an ephah, and would enhance our marveling at the way 
Ruth's fortune in hitting upon Boaz' field has paid off. That marveling is 
provoked, whichever alternative one chooses. 

The ephah is the dry-measure equivalent of a bat. W. F. Albright computed 
the capacity of a "bath" from a jar with ht inscribed on it found at Tell Beit 
Mirsim. His figure is about twenty-two liters or 5.8 gallons (U.S. measure). 
This archaeological datum serves as the basis for R. B. Y. Scott's calcula
tions of measures of capacity in BAR3, p. 352. Another system, followed by 
most German commentaries, traces the ephah back to the calculated capacity 
of a Persian maris, and would yield a set of values just under twice as large. As 
it happens, this set accords rather well with Josephus' measures for the "bath" 
(Antiquities 3.8.3, 8.2.9). In either case, we should heed Scott's double warn
ing that the base of calculation is not certain, and that we do not know what 
variations developed throughout the biblical period. The amount Ruth carried 
home was rather impressive for a gleaner, but we are not called upon to add 
to her list of virtues that she was as strong as an ox. At most, her load would 
have weighed 47.5 pounds, while Scott's calculations (which I prefer) would 
be about twenty-nine pounds. 

18. and her mother-in-law saw. The MT points the verb as a Qal, and the 
LXX tradition is unanimous in supporting it. The Syriac and Vulgate, how
ever, read a causative: "and she showed her mother-in-law .... " Two He
brew manuscripts collated by C. H. H. Wright, The Book of Ruth in Hebrew 
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1864), have the Hiphil voweling, and 
two others (Kennicott) show 'et, the sign of the direct object, before "her 
mother-in-law." Most recent commentators follow their lead and read the 
Hiphil, thereby keeping Ruth the subject throughout the verse. Two considera
tions tell against this decision, in my mind. In the first place, while the Ruth 
text as we have it is rather sparing in its use of the sign of the direct object, it 
uses it where needed to avoid confusion. Its absence here, except in the two 
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manuscripts mentioned above, ought to be taken seriously (so also Joilon, 
Commentaire, p. 62). Second, we ought not to be concerned by a change in 
subject in midstream (the term is used advisedly). The Ruth story moves at 
varying pace. It can linger over an episode, using repetition and intricate syn
tax structures. But when it moves, it moves rapidly. Consider the rapid se
quence at the end of verse 14 and beginning of verse 15: "and she ate and she 
was satisfied and she had some left over and she rose up to glean and Boaz 
commanded. . . . " A similar rapid change of subject in a sequence of five 
verbs takes place in 4:13 (see first NOTE). In 2:18 the words move so rapidly 
that at two points a verb has no direct object where we would expect it (with 
the first verb and with "and she brought out"). The matter hardly deserves ex
tended discussion, since either reading yields good sense, but the proposed 
reading is an indication of the story-teller's sense of pace. As a bonus, of 
course, we get a glimpse of Naomi in wide-eyed astonishment as her daugh
ter-in-law returns with an abundant supply of barley. 

from her satisfying meal. A paraphrase for the sake. of English. The Hebrew 
is probably an infinitive construct with possessive suffix, literally, "from her 
being satisfied." A noun "abundance" is attested in Hebrew, and the spelling 
would be identical. In any event, the point is to recall the final two words of 
verse 14; they are neatly given a reverse (chiastic) order. 

19. Where did you glean today / And where did you work? The synonymous 
parallelism is again evident, although the text as we have it connects the two 
questions with the conjunction "and." Two different and relatively rare words 
express the interrogative "Where?": 'epoh and 'iiniih. Both are much less fre
quent than the usual 'ayyeh, but Brown, Driver, and Briggs, Lexicon, points 
out that 'ayyeh is never used with verbs. Our passage is the only one in the 
OT to use two of the three available words for ''where" in parallelism. 

'Aniih is usually assumed to have the so-called he-directive on it, indicating 
movement and calling for the translation "whither?" But it means simply 
"where" in Gen 37:10; II Kings 6:6; and Isa 10:3. A similar phenomenon oc
curs with the word Jam, "there"; it can take a similar ending and become 
lammiih, "thence," but there are occasions where this longer form means 
simply "there" (Gerleman points to the final word in the book of Ezekiel). In
deed, our story-teller uses this longer form at 1 : 7. This may be a hint of a dia
lect usage in Ruth. 

As for the word 'epoh, is the story-teller indulging his fancy for assonance? 
The sound is very much like the word 'epiih he used in verse 17! 

To translate "work" for the frequent verb 'sh gives no problem; the story 
uses it three times in this sense in this verse. LXXL' however, has, "Where 
have you done this work?" which provides the verb with a direct object. One 
maverick LXX manuscript adds instead "today," giving a complete synon
ymous parallelism. 

May the one who had regard for you be blessed. This unusual blessing form 
occurs elsewhere only at I Kings 10:9=11 Chron 9:8 and at Prov 5:18. The 
usual form is bilruk X l• Yahweh (see 2:20 and 3:10). Here the word order 
places biiruk, "blessed," last: y•h; makkirek biiruk. The unusual order may 
have been selected to place the emphasis on makkirek-surely the story-teller 
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wants his audience to see that Naomi has used the same root (nkr) which 
Ruth had used at 2: 10. (See COMMENT.) This is a fine touch, and we should 
not assume that Ruth has given any answer to the questions asked by Naomi 
before Naomi pronounced the blessing. Naomi has not yet learned of the coin
cidence; the size of the gleaning is enough to call forth the first blessing. 

A highly interesting variant, almost certainly an expansion but a rather 
early one, is attested by the Lucianic family with Theodoret; literally it reads 
at the conclusion of the brief blessing, "for he has satisfied a hungry soul, as he 
has done with that which he has done." The first part of this is a quotation 
from Ps 107:9, and one LXX witness, not usually found with the Lucianic 
family, stopped with the quotation only. The Greek itself may be in error in 
the second part, after the quotation; Rudolph suggests "as he had done with 
the one with whom you worked." Just how far back into Hebrew tradition this 
expansion may have gone we cannot tell, although it appears that a first stage 
had simply the quote from Ps 107:9, the second stage the further expansion. 
See the Introduction, pp. 39-41 on the value of the versions. 

So she told her mother-in-law with whom she had worked, and said, "The 
name of the man with whom I worked today is Boaz." The text sounds re
dundant in the extreme, so that one is attracted to the LXX (with Syriac and 
OL) reading: "And Ruth told her mother-in-law where she had worked and 
said .... " This is a direct answer to the question Naomi first posed, while 
the MT offers an answer tangential to the questions (cf. 2:5 and 3:13), but di
rectly pertinent to Naomi's blessing. There are two reasons for accepting MT 
rather than LXX: How does one answer a question about where she has been 
gleaning except by identifying the owner of the field (so, implicitly, T. H. 
Robinson in the notes to Ruth in BHB)? As far as redundancy is concerned, 
one must claim that the story-teller has suddenly slowed his pace once more, 
so as to gain effect. It is hard to imagine how he could pack more words into 
the description of Ruth's return, before she finally says the climactic word: 
Boaz! The audience has known this all along, but the dramatic suspense lies 
with the recognition that Naomi has not. 

20. Who has not forsaken his l;lesed I With the living. There is genuine am
biguity here as to the antecedent of "Who"; is it Yahweh or Boaz? N. Glueck, 
in his classic study I:Iesed in the Bible, pp. 35 and 40 f., claimed that the 
clause modifies Boaz, and compares II Sam 2:5. The Greek retains the am
biguity and may even be said to support Boaz as antecedent, because it usually 
adds a name when a change of subject occurs. It is true that Boaz has done 
acts of besed in chapter 2 and will yet do more, but the much more likely 
antecedent is Yahweh. Compare Gen 24:27: "Blessed be Yahweh, the God of 
my master Abraham, who has not forsaken his trustworthy "f:iesed with my 
master." The same verb "forsake" occurs, but the preposition is different: 'et 
here in Ruth, me'im in Genesis 24--probably a variation of no consequence. 
Furthermore, Naomi's expression of praise seems to be quite general, because 
the word for "the living" is a masculine plural. If the frame of reference is 
simply the well-being of the women who are left alive, one would expect a 
feminine plural. 

He is one of our circle of redeemers. The consonants of the MT are 
mg'lnw, vocalized as the preposition min and the singular noun with suffix. 
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Valiant attempts have been made to explain the singular noun with a preposi
tion that is most easily taken as partitive: "one of." For example, Ehrlich 
proposed the preposition as "approximative," yielding "be is, so to speak, a 
relative of ours" (cf. Staples, AJSL 54 (193 7], 62 ff.). But seven manuscripts 
collated by Ginsburg and forty collated by Kennicott join the LXX and Syriac 
in reading the plural. What is needed here is a plural term which corresponds to 
the situation surrounding m•yuddii' in 2:1 (see the second NoTB there). The 
sequel demands that there be a group of people who bear responsibility in cir
cumstances involving covenant associates and kin; see 3 :2and3:12. 

21. the Moabitess. The LXX and OL have "to her mother-in-law" and 
leave out "the Moabitess." The Syriac and Vulgate leave the gentilic out 
without substitution. The only defense for its appearance here is that Ruth is 
about to state the long-range boon that Boaz has granted her, she being a for
eigner. It is conceivable that the story-teller wants once more to remind us of 
the remarkable circumstances. If it is redundant to have "the Moabitess" ex
pressed, it is equally redundant to repeat "to her mother-in-law." 

There's more! Hebrew gam kr is a rare expression found in the OT only in 
Hosea 8:10, 9:16; Isa 1:15; Ps 23:4; Prov 22:6; and Lam 3:8. In these pas
sages, the complex conjunction means "even though" or literally "also when." 
The LXX seems not to have had a clear idea of the idiom, and so rendered it 
literally kaige hoti; the OL uses no connective at all. We are left to translate 
it according to the sense. 

With the young people. Once more we are confronted with the problem of 
gender; the MT uses masculine plural as does LXXB, but the OL and some 
LXX manuscripts use feminine doubtless to bring it into conformity with 
Naomi's words in verse 22. 

Until. The Hebrew uses the rare combination 'ad 'im here, attested else
where only in Gen. 24:19, 33 and Isa 30:17. As Joiion (Commentaire, p. 65) 
has pointed out, our story-teller usually uses 'ad plus the infinitive construct to 
express "until X happens"; see 2:23, as well as 1:19 and 3:3. Boaz' language 
is curious, even when it is quoted by Ruth. 

who are mine ... which is mine. There is a correspondence of sorts be
tween the two parts of Boaz' words as Ruth presents them: Stick close to the 
young people who are mine I until they complete the harvest which is mine. 
Boaz is depicted to us as a man of rather turgid speech; repetition for him 
does not seem to imply special emphasis (this against Rudolph's proposal to 
delete these words as "false repetition"). 

22. It is better. Or simply: "Good!" followed by emphatic ki, yielding 
"Fine, my daughter; then by all means go out .... " Notice this usage at 
3: 13. Joiion (Commentaire, p. 65) and Rudolph both compare II Sam 18:3, 
where David's military men counsel that it is better for him to stay in Jeru
salem and support them than for him to take the battlefield. The Vulgate uses 
melius, "better," but the other versions reflect simply "good." 

with his young women. Naomi introduces the gender distinction, and much 
has been made of this, perhaps too much. Naomi's counsel parallels quite 
closely that of Boaz in 2:8, especially if we retain the word "another" at the 
end of the verse (Rudolph deletes it). It is acceptable to say that the reasons 
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of Naomi and Boaz are parallel, but there is one crucial change: where Boaz 
used ng', "bother" (vs. 9; see NOTE on "to bother you"), Naomi uses pg', a 
much stronger and more violent word, at least as we have it attested in the 
prose of the Deuteronomic histories. Beside "to meet, encounter," pg' is regu
larly used to mean "strike down, attack violently" (see e.g. I Sam 22: 17-18 
and I Kings 2:25-46). Naomi's instructions do appear to place more em
phasis on Ruth's personal safety, although no other use of the word in the OT 
suggests sexual assault. Nevertheless, by this slight change of verb, from ng' 
to pg', the story-teller may be nudging his audience along to think about the 
protection of the "elect" woman, a theme prominent in the patriarchal stories. 
At the same time, we should recall that pg', Naomi's word here, was on 
Ruth's lips in 1: 16--"Do not press me to abandon you." 

23. the barley harvest and the wheat harvest. From Deut 16:9-12 it is clear 
that from the beginning of barley harvest to the end of wheat harvest was nor
mally seven weeks, culminating with Pentecost. Of course, the precise time of 
year would differ from low altitudes to higher, and from south to north, but 
the span would run roughly from late April to the beginning of June. This is 
in accord with the famous schoolboy's practice text called the Gezer Calendar 
(illustration 3) dating from about 925 e.c.E. (see the translation by W. F. Al
bright in Ancient Near Eastern Texts, p. 320, and his treatment in BASOR 
92 [December 1943], esp. 25 f.; see also the illuminating reconstruction of the 
agricultural year based on this calendar by G. E. Wright, Biblical Archaeology 
[Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962], pp. 183 ff.). In fact, however, the seasons 
do not follow this schedule in modem times. Thanks to the efforts of Munira 
Sa'id of the Albright Institute of Archaeological Research in Jerusalem, I learn 
that barley in the region around Bethlehem now is harvested in late June, and 
wheat in early July, an observation which fits rather well with my own obser
vations in the northern hill country, around Shechem. The discrepancy is not 
easy to resolve, although modem agricultural techniques, which appear to 
favor slowing down the growing process and have introduced new strains of 
these cereals, may have something to do with the shift. 

A curious question remains. If Ruth gleaned throughout the entire late 
spring harvest, can the usual reading of 3 :2, that the scene at the threshing 
floor involved barley, be correct? Was barley left for threshing until after the 
wheat had also been gathered? The apparent discrepancy led Gunkel, Reden 
und Aufsiitze, p. 75, to see the reference to wheat harvest as an addition (cf. 
A. Bertholet in E. Kautzsch et al., Die Heilige Schrift des Alten Testaments, 
II, 4th ed. [Tiibingen: Mohr, 1923], 410). As a better way out of the difficulty, 
see the translation and the second NOTE on 3:2. 

Then she stayed (at home) with her mother-in-law. MT has watteseb 'et 
bamotiih, but a very few Hebrew manuscripts read watta'Sob 'el bamotiih, "and 
she returned to her mother-in-law." The Vulgate reads this way, making the 
verse the opening of chapter 3. But Rudolph is surely right that MT should be 
retained. Here, as at the end of each scene, a summarizing statement is 
needed which also points ahead. Now that harvesting and gleaning are over, 
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Ruth no longer goes out each day; for the moment, "the tale once more has 
come to a standstill" (Gerleman). 

COMMENT 

The second episode involves all of chapter 2, with three interconnected 
scenes. The first (verse 2) and last (verses 18-23), involving Ruth and Na
omi, surround the more measured scene in the field. The story-teller uses his 
favorite devices to knit the scenes into a unit. For one thing, the verb "glean" 
keeps up a steady beat from verse 2 to verse 23. Another link is the designa
tion of Ruth as "the Moabitess" in 2 and 21, while her Moabite origin is the 
subject of verse 6. Again, from verse 5 to the end of the chapter there is re
peated use of words in the cluster "young man/young woman/young people/ 
young women." An effective link is created between verse 1 and verse 19: the 
audience is told about Boaz and his relationship to Naomi at the start, but the 
two women do not put his name and his relationship to them together until 
the end of verse 19 and in the words of Naomi in verse 20. Another link be· 
tween scenes is the marvelous bit of word-play by which Naomi uses in verse 
19 the very verb that Ruth used in verse 10, translated as "take special note 
of" in 10 and "had regard for" in 19 (see second NoTE on 2: 19). Also, as he 
did at the end of the first chapter, the story-teller brings this episode to its 
end with a summary sentence which points toward the next episode, when 
harvest is over and threshing begun. All of these literary signals invite us to 
look for themes emphasized within chapter 2, while at the same time to be 
alert to the development of the overall story. 

The first thing that happens is that the story-teller makes a brief appearance 
on the stage as narrator to introduce us to Boaz. Some of what is stated in 
this introduction is repeated in verse 3, but there are three important things 
told us in verse 1 and there only: that Naomi, as Elimelek's widow, has some 
sort of connection to Boaz; that the connection is tied up with the term here 
translated "covenant-brother"; and that Boaz is "a man of substance" in terms 
both of wealth and worthiness (see the NOTE). 

The remainder of chapter 2, and indeed all the rest of the story, will tell us 
what Boaz' being a man of substance means (and will also, of course, link 
Ruth to him by a corresponding term in 3: 11). What is harder to identify is 
the nature of the connection between Naomi and Boaz, for it belongs to the 
realm of Israelite custom at the village level, a realm not nearly so well known 
to us as we could wish. Family ties, doubtless extending outward for several 
circles, are part of the picture, although we will never be told exactly what 
familial relationship Boaz had to Elimelek. Another ingredient is the range of 
responsibility bound up in the function of the go'el, "redeemer." The NoTE 
on verse 1, "covenant-brother," has proposed still another dimension, that of 
responsibility inherent in covenant ties, relationships entered into voluntarily 
rather than through the accident of blood connection. This proposal of a cov
enant dimension is in part conjectural. I make it to free us from the narrow 
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definitions of levirate marriage and redemption as they are usually derived by 
scholars from other OT passages and attested customs of surrounding cul
tures. The important thing to see here is that there is a distinct ingredient of 
good will, of willingness to help, indeed of determination to care for the 
widow and the destitute, which is fundamental to the Ruth story. 

We must of course return to the concept of redemption in treating chap
ters 3 and 4, but two words in chapter 2 will have already set the stage for 
that concept's range. I submit that an element of magnanimity is introduced 
by the word translated "covenant-brother"; already at 2: 1 it is made clear to 
the audience that the relationship between Naomi and Boaz depends upon the 
exercise of magnanimity. The same need for magnanimity is presumably in
herent in the synonymous term in Naomi's words at 2:20, which I have 
translated "circle of redeemers." This whole matter can be stated the other 
way round: the Ruth story is basically about extraordinary caring and con
cern, kindness that is above and beyond the call of duty. There are people in 
this story whose actions display this "plus" factor, but there are also words. 
One of these words is /;lesed, as was suggested in the COMMENT on Section II, 
and will be seen again later. The two designations of a community, "covenant
brother" and "circle of redeemers," also suggest the "plus" factor. Together 
they point to the heart of the story. 

While Boaz' membership in a circle rightfully responsible for Naomi is one 
facet of their relationship, chapter 2 also relishes another facet, that together 
they represent the senior citizens of the story. This is shown in several ways. It 
is from their perspective that everyone else even so much as mentioned in the 
action of chapter 2 is young. Boaz' foreman at the harvesting is a young man. 
He in tum calls Ruth a young woman, while Boaz refers to Ruth as a young 
woman in 2:5, and regularly speaks of his harvesters as young women (girls) 
or young people (masculine plural, presumably including youths of both sexes). 
In 2:22, Naomi takes up the chorus, with a wry bit of motherly advice: you'll 
do better to stick with the girls rather than with the whole group of young 
people! Both Naomi (at 2:2 and 22) and Boaz (at 2:8) address Ruth as "my 
daughter"; in verses 8 and 22, this form of address accompanies some firmly 
stated advice, almost imperious in tone. Also, commentators have frequently 
pointed out a certain old-fashioned style in their words. Myers, in his study of 
the book's form and style, lists ten examples of archaic or at least dialectal 
spelling (MLLF, p. 20, augmented by ta'aburi on p. 17), every one of which 
occurs in a speech of Boaz or Naomi. It is these two who ask the series of 
three questions containing enigmatic syntax in 2:5, 3:9, and 3:16. Boaz' 
speeches particularly are ceremonial and rather turgid. 

What purpose is there behind these devices? One senses that the story-teller 
means to give his characters a certain credibility in this way. Perhaps also 
there is a need, especially in the case of Naomi, to underscore the truth of 
her own assertion in 1: 12 that she is too old to have a husband. As for Boaz 
there may even be a question about his ability to sire a son (see the last NOTE 
on 4: 11). There may be a quite different explanation: perhaps it is just good, 
story-telling style to have one or several of the crafty older generation whose 



2:1-23 AMID ALIEN CORN? 111 

wisdom and experience make them capable of thinking out the clever 
schemes which will provide the drama in the subsequent chapters. In any 
event, senior citizens they are, and the audience should appreciate them as 
such. The development of the portrayal of Ruth will take place in connection 
with them, alternating from one to the other. 

First, then, let us consider Ruth with Naomi. In chapter 1, the audience 
witnessed how determined Ruth can be; by the power of her own loyalty and 
attachment to Naomi, she has overcome her mother-in-law's objections and 
rendered her speechless. At the onset of chapter 2, Ruth, on her own initia
tive, sets about providing for the two of them; it is doubtful indeed that Ruth 
in 2:2 is really asking permission from Naomi to go to glean. In chapter 2, 
Ruth in relation to Naomi is a diligent younger companion, strong enough to 
do the gleaning, considerate in bringing home not only the fruits of her work 
but also the leftovers of her meal at the field, and exuberant in reporting her 
adventures and accepting Naomi's reaction and advice. 

In relation to Boaz, however, Ruth is deferential ·almost to a fault. The 
words which carry this tone more than any others are "to find favor in some
one's eyes." When Ruth first uses them, in verse 2, we are not, I think, to 
conclude that she has selected a target; verse 3 makes that very doubtful. 
Rather, Ruth is setting out to take advantage of a well-prescribed custom, that 
Israelites not pick their fields clean, precisely so that unfortunates may glean 
(Lev 19:9f., 23:22 and Deut 24:19). The clear implication in 2:2, made ex
plicit at the beginning of verse 7, is that Ruth will ask permission. The sec
ond NoTI! on verse 7 has even speculated that Ruth did not begin to glean un
til Boaz himself had given permission. This is unusual, for the guidelines in 
Leviticus and Deuteronomy mention no need for the poor to ask permission 
to glean. However, the perspective of these guidelines is from the landowner 
toward the poor, while the perspective in our story is from the poor toward 
the landowner. Something is being said here about the character of a young 
woman in an alien society. Her circumstances, bound up as they are with Na
omi's, require more than ordinary kindness from whoever is willing to help; to 
correspond with this, she is more than ordinarily scrupulous about the customs 
of her new home. 

We are back again with the story-teller's emphasis on the extra, the more
than-required. Boaz will prove to be one who can give more than is legally 
required; the only way Ruth can act correspondingly is to be a more-than
ordinary recipient. She is after all a foreigner and a woman, and, as her mother
in-law warned her in 1: 11-13, with next to no prospects in Judah. When 
"she fell on her face and bowed down to the earth," an elaborate but by no 
means unheard of act of deference, it is a genuine response to what is only the 
first of a series of kindly actions which Boaz will take on her behalf. When 
she expresses wonder that she has found favor in his eyes-the second use of 
this idiom ( 2: 2 and 2: 10 )-Boaz responds that he has heard of her extraor
dinary deed in leaving home and family to return with her mother-in-law. 
One magnanimous act, one act of /;lesed as Boaz will call it at 3: 10, gives im
petus to another; it was Ruth's act which began the sequence of correspond-
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ingly gracious acts. And so Boaz invokes Yahweh's blessing on her for her 
deed. To that blessing Ruth responds with humility, and with the expression of 
hope that she will go on finding favor in the eyes of "my lord." 

One word about Ruth's character as it has been unfolding in the story. It is 
inherent in biblical thought generally that a person's actions and words offer a 
true picture of the person's character. Hebrew stories do not have characters 
with hidden motives and concealed agendas, or if they do, the audience is ex
plicitly told about it. The ancient audience would have received Ruth as her 
words and deeds have portrayed her. If the modem audience does not receive 
her in this way, it is liable cynically to conclude that she is a scheming 
woman trying to butter up a vain old man. It is clear that, for all his sense of 
drama and for all his intent to portray and recommend behavior attainable by 
all people, our story-teller is not writing a modem-style soap opera. His char
acters are to be taken at face value and without devious motives. This is im
portant to realize here in chapter 2, and all the more important for under
standing chapter 3 correctly. What is at issue here is men and women, old and 
young, living out publicly the sort of lives the story-teller commends. 

All the action takes place in the presence of the unobtrusive chief character 
of the entire story, the God who is the only person present in all of the scenes, 
but always in the shadows. Take, for example, the matter of Ruth's "luck" in 
2:3. The Hebrew term involved here is only rarely to be taken as meaning 
"luck" or "chance"; few things if any happen by chance, according to biblical 
thought. The best comparable passage is the serio-comic story of the test 
which the Philistines concoct to determine whether or not their possession of 
the Ark of Yahweh is the reason for various troubles they have been experi
encing (I Sam 6:1-12). The conditions of the test come at verse 9: will the 
test show the troubles to be due to Yahweh---0r to chance? The audience 
knows perfectly well who is responsible; indeed the previous chapter has told 
them specifically. In Ruth, the question is handled more subtly, but the audi
ence knows it is hardly by chance that Ruth came to Boaz' field. 

Chapter 2 affords other opportunities to observe the story-teller's theologi
cal perspective. Especially important are the blessings in Yahweh's name oc
curring in 2:4, 12, and 20. They affirm Yahweh's ultimate responsibility for 
well-being, for shalom, in society; they pertain to what calls forth Yahweh's 
blessing upon persons and upon peoples; they portray the correspondence be
tween Yahweh's will and the wills of his people. 

At 2:4, Boaz and his workmen exchange conventional greetings invoking 
Yahweh--conventional, but suggestive of an ordered and tranquil domestic 
scene in which Yahweh's name is readily and properly on the lips of his peo
ple. Compare the opposite circumstances in Ps 129:8, where enemies of the 
Psalmist, of Zion, and thus of Yahweh, are never again to be greeted with a 
similar set of blessings in Yahweh's name. There is more than mere conven
tion to these greetings; there is affirmation of a condition of well-being, of 
shalom. 

The other two blessings, of Boaz upon Ruth in 2: 12 and of Naomi upon 
Boaz in 2:20, are anything but conventional. Each is a specific response to the 
report of specific human deeds of an extraordinary sort. Each states an a.ffir-
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mation about God appropriate to the occasion. Each adds a dimension of 
praise of God to its approval of the acts of human beings. 

In 2: 12, Boaz' blessing of Ruth comes immediately after his recapitulation 
of her record of magnanimous loyalty to Naomi. It is imperative to realize 
that there is no mechanical doctrine of reward and punishment here; what is 
here is a confident affirmation that God's blessing follows upon righteous liv
ing. In terms of the now well-known covenant formulations of the OT, God 
first favors his people on his own initiative, then requires that they live in ac
cord with their status as his people, and then responds with blessing or curse to 
their obedient or disobedient living. Human righteous acts do not incur God's 
favor, they live out God's favor. God's people do acts of }Jesed not in order to 
deserve God's grace, but in order to respond to his grace. God's blessing is 
then a response to the response, one of which his people may be confident 
but of which they cannot be mechanically sure. To put it more directly with 
reference to Boaz' blessing of Ruth, his words really are a prayer, a petition, 
and not a statement of doctrine. 

The best indication in the Ruth story that there is nothing automatic about 
God's blessing is the theme of Naomi's complaint. We saw in chapter 1 the 
depth of discouragement Naomi felt at how the sweetness of her life had 
turned sour and her willingness to hurl this state of affairs at God. Blessing for 
her seemed at a great distance. But at 2:20, the situation begins to alter. As 
with Boaz' blessing at 2: 14, Naomi's here comes immediately after she learns 
that the specific acts of kindness Ruth has received came from Boaz. Her 
blessing is for Boaz, but it takes the form of praise to Yahweh as the one who, 
in spite of her complaint, still does act in ]Jesed among his people. 

lf esed in the human scene is evidence of God's ]Jesed, his faithful magna
nimity. This correspondence is a particular characteristic of the story-teller's 
theology, one we have noted before and will encounter again. Boaz invokes 
God's blessing upon Ruth only to become himself the agency for the fulfill
ment of that blessing; the God he invokes is the one under whose wings she 
has come to seek refuge, but it will be the ''wing" of Boaz, in 3 :9, which 
brings her due recompense. Naomi praises the God who still acts with ]Jesed 
because Boaz has so acted, and it will be the fiesed of both Boaz and Ruth 
which will bring Naomi fulfillment. We can say that persons act as God to one 
another in our story. If that be so, how striking it is that Ruth falls on her face 
and bows to the earth-worship language in most instances in the OT-before 
Boaz, and responds to his blessing of her in Yahweh's name by calling him 
"my lord." 



IV. THE ENCOUNTER AT THE 
THRESHING FLOOR 

(3:1-18) 

3 1 Then Naomi, her mother-in-law, said to her°, "My daughter, 
have I not been seeking security for you, so that things may go well 
for you? 2 Now is it not so that Boaz is one of our covenant circle, 
with whose girls you have been? Notice, he is winnowing (the grain 
of) the threshing floor near the gate this very night. 3 Nowb bathe 
and anoint yourself, don your cape, and go down to the thresh
ing floor. Do not make yourself known to the man until he has 
finished •eating and drinking°. 4 And when he lies down, note the 
place where he lies, and go and uncover his legs and lie down. Then 
he will tell you what you are to do." 5 She said to her, "All that 
you say d I shall do." 

6 So she went down to the threshing floor and did everything 
her mother-in-law "had commanded her". 7 Boaz ate 1and drank', 
and his heart was meny, and he went to lie down at the far end of 
the grainheap; then she came quietly, uncovered his legs 11and lay 
down11• 8 Around midnight, the man shuddered and groped about; 

11 Throughout the chapter, as throughout the entire book, the LXX in general and 
the Lucianic family in particular (I.XXL' here: "to Ruth") make explanatory addi
tions. Only where they are controversial are they pointed out, usually in the NOTES. 

b LXXB begins the verse .ru de, ''but as for you." 
<HJ LXXB and most Lucianic witnesses reverse the order; cf. the same phenomenon 

in 1 :5, and the Syriac at 3: 10. 
cl The q•re of MT, a large group of Hebrew manuscripts, some LXX nonhexa

plaric manuscripts, Syriac, OL, and other dependent versions add, "to me." The chap
ter has many such expansions; other additions of the same kind, attested by various 
witnesses, occur at 3:9, 11, 15, 16, and 17. 

e-e MT: anomalous fiwwattiih for ex~ted #wwathiJ, often explained as a cori
traction. Instead, probably what happened is a development from fiwwathiJ to fiw
watt4 (by backward assimilation of the h to the t) to fiwwattiih (showing the full 
spelling of the final long ii vowel.) 

1-1 LJCXBL' lack "and drank"; Syro-Hexapla marks with an asterisk (Origen added 
it to the Greek on the basis of the fuller Hebrew text). 

11-11 LXXB plus one vagrant LXX witness lack "and lay down." A secondary hand 
added to the main OL manuscript a second "at his feet." 
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and 11here was11 a woman lying next to him! 9 He said, "Who are 
you?" and she said, "I am Ruth your maid-servant. Now spread 
your 'wing' over your maid-servant, for you are a redeemer." 10 And 
he said, 

"Blessed may you be by Yahweh', my daughter. 
;You have made your latter J:iesed 

Better than the former, 
In not going after the younger men 

Be they 'l>oor or rich". 
11 And now, my daughter, do not fear. 

All that you say I shall do for you, 
For all the assembly of my1 people know 

That you are a worthy woman. 
12 Now it is certainly true that I am a redeemer 

But there is also another redeemer 
Nearer than I. 

13 Spend tonight (here), and in the morning 
If he will do the redeemer's part, 

Well and good, mlet him redeemm, 
But if he does not want to do the redeemer's part, 

I will redeem you 
"As surely as Yahweh lives". 

Lie down until the morning." 

14 So she lay down next to him until the morning, and she arose 
before0 one man could recognize another, for he said, "Let it 

1>-11 Syriac, Vulgate, and Targum read a verb, "he saw," for the particle hinneh, 
"behold," probably interpreting rather than attesting a variant (against BH8). 

' LXXB adds "God." The minor Lucianic witnesses read "the Lord your God." 
BHa is incorrect in saying the OL supports the addition of "God." 

I LXX and Syriac supply a logical connective, "because,'' here; doubtless an inter-
pretive addition, this does not attest a lost Hebrew ki. 

1<-1< Syriac reverses: "rich or poor." Cf. textual note c--0 above. 
I Syriac "our" for "my"; a nice touch but hardly original. 
m-m Two Lucianic LXX witnesses: "I will redeem you,'' an inadvertent anticipa

tion of what lies ahead. 
,._,. Syriac lacks the oath. The scribe of LXXB appears to have heard two different 

possibilities, and writes them both: ze kurios su ei kurios, "live, Yahweh, you are 
Yahweh." 

0 MT consonants for "before" are bfrwm, but the vowels are those of the common 
word b•terem. No satisfactory explanation for the extra w has been given; Rudolph's 
relic of a lost word bdbrw, "at his command," is far-fetched indeed. 



116 RUTH §IV 

not be known that the woman came 'to the threshing Boor"'. 
15 Then he said, 

"Present the wrap which is about you; 
Get a good hold on it." 

She held it firmly, and he measured out six .M'iir-measures, and set it 
upon her; then he went into the city. 16 She went to her mother
in-law, who said, "How do things stand with you, my daughter?" 
So she told her all that the man had done for her. 17 And she said, 

"These six sa'ar-measures he gave me, 
For he said,q 'You shall not go empty 

To your mother-in-law.' " 

18 And she said, 

"Sit tight, my daughter, 
Until such time as you know 

How the matter will fall out. 
For the man will not rest 

Until he has brought the matter to conclusion today." 
1>-1> OL, "to me"; Vulgate simply, "here." 
q For the second time in the chapter (see verse S end textual note 4) "to me" is 

read but not written. Here e somewhat different group of versions give support. 
r Two LXX manuscripts end the Vulgate lack "today." 

NOTES 

3:1. My daughter, have I not been seeking. In 2:8-9, Boaz addressed Ruth 
with two negative rhetorical questions, accompanying the first question with 
"my daughter." Here and in the next verse Naomi uses two negative rhetorical 
questions and the appellative "my daughter." It is stylistic devices like these, 
more than any explicit statement (see 3:10), which suggest Boaz' age; he and 
Naomi are made to belong to the same generation by the simple device of 
having them talk the same way. The verb here, however, is not a perfect as at 
2:8-9, but is imperfect, suggesting the active and continuing effort of Naomi. 

security. The audience should recall Naomi's words in 1 :9, where she prays 
that the two young widows should find security in the homes of new husbands. 

so that things may go well for you. Almost certainly a "final" clause, here 
taken as expressing result, in spite of the fact that the clause is introduced by 
the relative conjunction •aJer. The relative conjunction can tempt the transla
tor toward "a rest which will be good for you," but this is decisively blocked 
by the fact that the combination of the Qal of the verb ytb and the preposition 
l• invariably expresses en imperson~I construction in biblical Hebrew: "it may/ 
will go well for you." See Deut 4:40 and 6:3 for the same syntax (with 'a.fer) 

over against the more common construction with the conjunction l•ma'an (e.g. 
in Deut 6:18). 
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2. one of our covenant circle. MT, moda'tiinil, a unique feminine noun 
from yd', "to know." The spelling of the first person plural suffix, -iinil for 
-enil, is itself an anomaly (see the grammars), but it need not detain us. The 
interest lies rather in the connotation of the word. It seems to me inescapable 
that we be guided by the terms m•yuddii' in 2:1 and mg'lnw, "one of our 
circle of redeemers," in 2:20 (see the NOTES on these words). Reverting to 
the Hebrew consonants of our term, md't, we must posit that they are, or 
contain, a feminine abstract noun naming the larger entity of which 
m•yuddii' designates a single member. Furthermore, on the basis of mg'lnw, 
we must presume the original presence of the preposition min in its partitive 
sense "one of," attached with the usual assimilation of the n sound. Thus, if 
the original word here is a mem-preformative noun, the attachment of min 
would yield consonantal mmd't, and we would have to assume a loss of one m 
by haplography. It is also possible that the original noun was made up of the 
consonants d't only (there exists a comm.on Hebrew noun da'at, "knowledge,"); 
the m preserved in the Hebrew consonantal text would then represent the 
preposition. 

Let the reader be clear: this is highly conjectural. It places heavy reliance on 
the "interlocking" style of the story-teller, which compels consistency with the 
terms in 2: 1 and 2:20. We are in the vicinity of the correct meaning with 
the proposed translation. 

the threshing floor near the gate. The usual translation is something like the 
RSV's "he is winnowing barley at the threshing floor," which represents a more 
radical departure from the text than is usually admitted. The MT reads, 
literally, "he is winnowing the threshing floor of the barley." 

At 2:23 we had already recognized a certain problem arising: if Ruth gleaned 
throughout both barley and wheat harvest, why is Boaz just getting to win
nowing the earlier crop? It is conceivable, I suppose, that the Israelite farmer 
cut his crop before the grain was fully ripe and left it to dry for a time before 
threshing and winnowing. But our story-teller had Ruth "beat out" what she 
had gleaned in her first day of work, which suggests the barley was ripe. The 
general circumstances, then, place a strain on the correctness of the word "the 
barley" here. 

The Hebrew syntax also makes "the barley" dubious. The word goren, 
"threshing :floor," is marked as the direct object of "winnowing" and is in a 
construct relationship with ha.fs•'orlm, "the barley." The second word of a 
construct chain is expected to modify the first in some way, but it is not clear 
how that is meant to happen here. Is it "the barley threshing :floor," as though 
there were separate threshing :floors for each kind of grain? Even if we accept 
lotion's proposal (Commentaire, p. 67) to read "threshing floor" as metonomy 
for "the product of the threshing floor" we remain in syntactic difficulty; for 
then "barley" would presumably have to stand in apposition to "the product 
of the threshing floor," but the Hebrew construct chain does not normally ex
press this kind of thing. 

The proposed translation gives an alternative containing several advantages. 
It involves reading :f•'arlm for MT S"'orlm. The two sibilant consonants :f 
and s are written with the same Hebrew letter, and were distinguished in 
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Hebrew orthography only in the medieval Masoretic period. Thus, at Gen 
26:12, where MT uses Je'arim (here with the meaning of a measure of some 
sort-see Ruth 3:15), the LXX and Syriac read "barley." At II Kings 23:8, 
many commentators suggest reading .f"'irim, "demons," for :fe'iirim, "gates." 
R. G. Boling, in Judges, AB, vol. 6A, NoTE on 7: 13, suggests a word-play be
tween "gate-fighters" and the "moldy barley-loaf" which bounces through the 
Midianite camp in the dream of the soldier. Another elaborate word-play be
tween the two words "barley" and "gate" is to be found throughout II Kings 
7: 1-20, especially in verses 1 and 16-18. In short, then, confusion of the two 
words is very easy to understand, and so is word-play between them. The gate 
will assume great importance in what follows (see 3: 11, 4: 1, 10-11, and the 
pertinent NoTEs), just as barley has played its role up to the end of chapter 2. 
Given the story-teller's love for word-play as well as for giving hints of things 
to come, it is not surprising to have him introduce the gate in 3 :2, close to his 
last use of barley in 2:23. 

The combination of threshing floor and gate accords very well with the 
picture drawn in I Kings 22: 10, where the confrontation between the prophet 
Micaiah and the court prophets of Ahab takes place at "the threshing floor of 
the entrance of the gate of Samaria" (literally, so as to suggest the long con
struct chain). This passage was the starting point for an informative exchange 
between Sidney Smith and John Gray (Palestine Exploration Quarterly 78 
[1946), 5-14; 84 [1952), 110-13; 85 [1953), 42-45 and 118-23) concerning 
the location and purpose of threshing floors. With their work in mind, what can 
be said with confidence about gates and threshing floors? 

First, a threshing floor was probably located close enough to the city gate to 
allow ease of carrying the grain into town and ease of keeping watch over the 
grain during the threshing and winnowing operations. Second, the thre11hing 
floor was probably an open space, large enough for many to thresh and win
now at the same time, which was sufficiently exposed to the prevailing west 
wind to take advantage of it for the winnowing process. Note well: only 
directly against a high city wall at the east edge of town would there be too 
much protection and hence not enough wind. Third, certain public occasions, 
especially judicial hearings, could properly be held at the threshing floor near 
the gate; this is the case in I Kings 22 and in a passage from the tale of Aqht 
found at Ugarit, text A v:4-8. In this passage, Dan'el sits "in the 'nose' of the 
gate under the 'adrm (meaning disputed) which was/were at the threshing floor, 
judging the case of the widow, adjudicating the claim of the fatherless." Still 
another hint of the juxtaposition of the winnowing site and the gate is af
forded by J er 15: 7: "I have winnowed them with a winnowing fan, in the gates 
of the land ... " (against J. Bright, Jeremiah, AB, vol. 21: "in the outlying 
towns"). 

There is still another bit of archaeological data which is only beginning to 
come into focus. The American excavations at Gezer in 1971 turned up what 
is apparently a granary in the acropolis region at the highest point of the tell 
and near its western edge, dating to the twelfth century B.C.E. Outside the 
granary, there had accumulated a layer as much as four feet deep of charred 
wheat and barley, identified by microscopic analysis. The hypothesis being ad-
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vanced is that this resulted from burning the threshing floor periodically; see 
W. G. Dever et al., BA 34 (1971), 129. Similar layers of charred debris, which 
will soon be submitted to the same analysis, are to be found at Tell el-l:lesI 
(Eglon), Lachish, Shechem, and Dothan, all roughly of the same date or a little 
later in the Iron Age. This datum may suggest that some threshing and win
nowing was done inside the city walls, or it may indicate that the threshing 
floor lay just outside the city to the west, whence its chaff and some of its grain 
would be blown into the city where it was burned to drive out vermin and 
rodents. 

One final consideration: I Kings 22: 10 uses the word "gate" in the singular, 
as will the remaining passages in Ruth. Here in 3:2, however, the word bears 
the masculine plural ending. That the plural can be used for the gate structure 
as such is shown by II Sam 18:24. Here David takes his place "between the 
two gates," that is, in one of the recesses of a double- or triple-entry gate, 
as he awaits news of the battle against his beloved rebel son Absalom. That 
David is within the gate structure is made clear by ·the fact that the watch
man on the roof of the gate tower calls down word of the approach of the 
messengers. The multiple-entry gates found at such sites as Gezer, Dan, 
Megiddo, and Hazor fit well into this picture-see the COMMENT on 4: 1-12. 

Was Bethlehem a walled town? While it seems likely that it was, we have no 
archaeological information as yet. Once again, what must be noted is that 
the story-teller has authentic knowledge of the conditions of the early mon
archic period, and uses the details with precision. 

this very night. Hebrew, hallay•lah, "the night, tonight." The LXX, Syriac, 
OL, and Vulgate all use the demonstrative "this," a perfectly justifiable render
ing of the Hebrew. If the story-teller means simply to designate the time when 
winnowing is most likely to be taking place, he has apparently chosen the 
wrong term; his designation should be pertinent to the hours from about 
2:30 to 6:30 P.M., when the constant and dependable west wind blows over the 
Palestinian hill country. Joiion (Commentaire, pp. 67 f.) followed by most re
cent commentators cites Josh 2:2 ff. as evidence that "the night" can mean at 
least a part of the afternoon. When Jericho's king is told that Israelite spies 
have been in the city "tonight," he confronts Rahab, who admits that the spies 
came to her home but left before the city gates were closed, at dark. This 
Joshua passage is a slim basis for understanding the impact of the word here. 
The Ruth story-teller has used hii'ereb, "the evening," at 2:17, to refer to the 
end of the work day; one would think this would be the more appropriate term 
here. 

All in all, we probably do best by taking our cue from Josh 2: 2 and thin.king 
of the twilight hours, but we will do well also to keep in mind that the word 
"tonight" orients the audience toward the scene which is about to unfold in 
the dark of the night. 

3. Now bathe . ... Naomi's instruction of Ruth is expressed not with the 
expected imperative but with a series of perfects with waw. It is common 
enough to have an instruction begin with one or more imperatives and then 
continue with perfects; see, for example, Joab's instruction of the wise woman 
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of Tekoah in II Sam 14:2-3 (three imperatives followed by three perfects). 
Rarer is a series which starts off with perfect with waw. A complicated example 
occurs in I Sam 10:2-8, as Samuel portrays to Saul a sequence of events about 
to take place, interspersed with instructions to Saul (fourteen perfect verbs 
with waw, with several imperfects appearing after the midpoint of the sequence, 
but no imperatives until verse 8, after thirteen of the fourteen perfects!). 

As the MT in 3: 3 stands, there is a symmetry to the verb sequence which 
may well be intentional. First come four perfects with waw (''wash ..• 
anoint ... don ... go down"), the last of them showing what may be an 
archaic feminine second person ending i (see the list of certain instances in 
Myers, MLLF, p. 11, all from Jeremiah and Ezekiel-archaizing?). After these 
four come a negative imperative ("don't let it be known") and an imperfect 
(literally, "and it shall be when he lies down"). Then comes another group of 
four perfects with waw ("take note .•• come .•• uncover ••• lie down"), 
the last again with the archaic feminine i. Whether the symmetry is intentional 
or not, Naomi's instruction is expressed in unusual and quite possibly early 
Hebrew syntax. By the way, for an imperfect to intrude in the series of per
fects appears to be acceptable. We have seen that it happens in I Sam 10:2-8, 
and Rudolph has added II Sam 5:24, as he refutes Joiion's claim that we 
should emend the imperfect to a perfect and thus make the series uniform. If 
anything, one suspects that uniform syntax is later than mixed syntax. 

anoint yourself. The LXXL' has highly interesting readings here. The main
stream Lucianic group adds after this verb "and rub yourself with myrrh." 
The minor Lucianic witnesses substitute this phrase for "anoint yourself." 
Possibly we have in the main group a conflation of two old readings; I judge 
it equally possible that the fuller reading was in some old Hebrew text, perhaps 
with the verb nsk parallel to the verb .nvk attested by the MT; both carry the 
connotation of "pour," the latter more explicitly for anointing. In any event, 
the Lucianic witnesses bring myrrh into the picture. This would make much 
clearer the implication that Ruth was to make herself enticing; see the use of 
myrrh in Song of Songs 1:3, 13, 3:6, 4:14, 5:1, 5, 13; in the wedding 
Psalm, 45:9; in the beauty regimen of Esther 2:12; and in Prov 7:17. 

your cape. The q•re MT gives a plural, while the consonants indicate singular. 
The versions divide, Syriac, Vulgate, and the Targurn reading plural, the 
LXX singular. The plural is used frequently enough in the OT to mean simply 
"clothing" but not necessarily at any place to mean dressy clothes (but see 
Gen 35:2, 45:22; II Sam 12:20). The singular recommends itself to most re
cent commentators and is adopted here. Probably the story-teller is referring to 
just this garment again, but with a different Hebrew word in the mouth of Boaz 
at verse 15. 

and go down. The verb is to be taken quite literally; the threshing floor is 
down from the city (but cf. LXX: "go up!"); in 4:1 Boaz must go up to the 
gate. Invoking the phenomenon of "semantic polarization," whereby a word 
can have a meaning virtually the opposite of its familiar one, some have sought 
to place the threshing floor uphill from the city and to take the verb to mean 
"go up" (see H. G. May, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society [1939], 
75-78). This is far-fetched here, and relates to the broader purpose of the 
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author to show a sacral activity lying behind the present story. See the 
Introduction, p. 7. 

4. and uncover his legs. The Hebrew is w•gilllt marg"lotiiw (note the 
assonance); here and in 3:7 marg"lotiiw designates what Ruth uncovers, while 
in 3:8 and 14 the same noun designates the place where Ruth sleeps. 
Marg•IOtiiw appears elsewhere in the OT only at Dan 10:6 where it is paired 
with "arms" and must mean "legs." This noun is etymologically related to the 
common noun regel, "foot," which can serve as a euphemism for the penis or 
the vulva, either as sexual organs or as the urinary opening (see Judg 3 :24; 
I Sam 24:3; II Kings 18:27=1sa 36:12; Isa 7:20; Ezek 16:25; and in all prob
ability, Exod 4:25; Deut 28:57; and Isa 6:2). The versions were clearly 
troubled as they sought to interpret correctly, doubtless because they rec
ognized the possible inference that Ruth uncovered the entire lower body of 
Boaz. Consider LXX "reveal the (place) at his feet"; Vulgate: "remove the 
coverlet which hides the place at his feet"; Syriac "draw near and lie down 
near his feet" (no reflection of a verb "to uncover"); OL: "cover yourself to 
the feet"; and modem renderings such as NEB: "tum back the covering at 
his feet." 

The question is whether the story-teller meant to be ambiguous and hence 
provocative. It seems to me that he did; therefore the intentional ambiguity of 
the translation "legs," which leaves open the question of how much of his legs 
(see the COMMENT). 

5. All that you say. The verb is imperfect, and hence is taken by lotion to 
be a general statement of obedience, citing II Kings 10:5, where Ahab's re
tainers in Samaria indicate their willingness to undertake whatever Jehu 
plans. Rudolph, in opposition, cites II Sam 9: 11, where Ziba assents to a 
specific instruction from David. The clinching comparison, however, is to Ruth 
3:11, where Boaz assents to Ruth's claims upon him. What Ruth is assenting to 
in 3: 5 are the specific steps in Naomi's plan, however drastic or dangerous 
they may appear to be. The Latin and Greek versions, by using the past tense, 
"all that you said," are simply reflecting the sense. 

6. did everything. The Hebrew is watta'a8 k•kol, "she did according to all." 
Freedman has suggested the attractive alternative that we read the k• here as 
the kaph-veritatis, an indication of exactitude (see the NOTE on 2: 17). The 
translation would then be "and she did everything exactly as her mother-in-law 
had commanded her." The impact would be particularly effective, because 
Ruth does do exactly what Naomi told her to do--up to a point. Then, where 
Naomi had said "he will tell you what you are to do," Ruth instead tells 
Boaz what he is to do. 

7. his heart was merry. The combination of lib, "heart," with some form of 
the root twb/yfh, "to be good (in a multiplicity of senses)," means a general 
sense of euphoria and well-being, such as occurs at the end of harvest (Isa 
9: 2) . When wine induces this feeling, it sometimes means a state of sufficient 
drunkenness for one to make bad decisions, as Nabal does in I Sam 25:36 
and Xerxes does in Esther 1: 10, or to be incapable of defense, as with Amnon 
in II Sam 13 :28. Just as readily, however, the expression suggests a positively 
evaluated exuberance, as in I Kings 8:66; Prov 15:15; and Eccles 9:7. It is the 
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circumstances which dictate whether the state of having a "good heart" is 
dangerous or not; see the ambiguity in the drama of Judg 19:6, 22. Boaz need 
not be drunk, but there is just a slight hint either of a further obstacle to be 
overcome, or of an intention to take advantage of a mellower-than-usual con
dition, in Naomi's plan (note that she counsels to wait until he has eaten and 
drunk in 3:3, but with no mention of a merry heart). 

quietly. Hebrew balliif, one of a group of words with a variety of spellings 
most of which contain an aleph (ballii'f, l•'af, etc.). The basic meaning of the 
root without preposition (so Joiion, Commentaire, p. 71) may be "gentle
ness," but it is not clear whether the root is l't or simply 'f. Three Ugaritic 
occurrences of a word 'uf are all in ambiguous and broken contexts. In any 
event, the best parallels to the Ruth usage are Judg 4:21, where Jael ap
proaches the sleeping Sisera ballii'f, tent peg at the ready, and I Sam 24:4 
[Hebrew, 5) where David snips off the comer of Saul's mantle balliif. 

8. A.round midnight. Literally, "in the half of the night." Compare Exod 
12:29 (J), the time when God smites the firstborn, and Judg 16:3, when Sam
son transplants the city gate of Gaza. 

shuddered. The Hebrew root Qrd occurs almost always in contexts where 
people tremble in fear of the unknown or of threatening, awesome circum
stances. We have had no indication of fearsome circumstances here, so the best 
we can do is to assume the same physical reaction, shuddering, but probably 
here in response to the unexpected cold. 

groped about . . . next to him. Oswald Loretz, in Studies Presented to A.. 
Leo Oppenheim (University of Chicago Press, 1964), pp. 155-58, makes a 
strong case that the three occurrences of the root lpt in Hebrew (Judg 16:29; 
Job 6: 18; and here) are consistent with one another and with Akkadian 
lapiitu. All contain the idea of touching, grasping, even striking, actions done 
with the hand. Thus, the Qal of the verb in Judg 16:29 portrays Samson 
gropingly grasping the pillars of the Dagon temple. For Job 6: 18, Loretz 
proposes a figurative idiom: caravans "hitting the road." The available Arabic 
cognate of the root has a different meaning, having to do with turning one's 
head or gazing to the side. Neither of these meanings would fit very well a 
situation where Boaz has to sit up and bend forward to see someone lying at 
his feet (note the reserve with which Rudolph, p. 55, defends "bend forward"). 
If our decision at 3 :4 is correct, that Ruth was to uncover Boaz' legs and lie 
beside him, then his hand would encounter her as he groped about for his 
mantle, to cover himself from the cold. 

If so, the versions did not understand the word. All continue the notion of 
trembling inherent in the preceding verb, either toward being disturbed or 
toward being astounded. 

9. Who are you? In contrast to the same words at 3: 16, this question asks 
directly for identification. The LXX is clear here on the question, while at 3: 16, 
it will betray confusion. On the other hand, the Syriac reads "What is the 
news of you?=How are you?" which would be more appropriate for 3:16. 
Doubtless under the influence of 3: 16, five Hebrew manuscripts collated by 
Kennicott and de Rossi add "my daughter" after the question, thereby dispel-
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ling the air of anonymity and shadowy movement which the story-teller has so 
effectively created (see the COMMENT). 

your maid-servant. Here the noun is 'iimiih, while Ruth had called herself 
"your sipl;iiih" in 2: 13 (see the NOTE on "your maid-servant" there). While 
there may once have been in Hebrew a clear legal distinction between the two 
terms, there does not seem to be any difference between them in Ruth. A. 
Jepsen, VT 8 (1958), 293-97, in proposing a legal differentiation between 
'iimiih and sipbiih. acknowledges their virtual identity of meaning and opposes 
their use as criteria for separating J from E in the Tetrateuch. For the book of 
Ruth, what must be said is that once again the story-teller uses synonymous 
words in parallel situations for rhetorical effect, and, as the NOTE on "your 
maid-servant" in 2: 13 suggests, quite possibly to give a hint of the future. 

spread your 'wing' over your maid-servant. This translation points up the 
word-play between Yahweh's wings in 2: 12 and the "wings" or "corners" on 
Israelite garments (Deut 22:12; Ezek 5:3). There is a question here whether 
"wing" is singular or plural; a number of Hebrew. manuscripts and the MT 
vowel tradition read plural, while the versions join the consonants of MT in 
reading singular. The singular is almost certainly correct, if we are guided by 
Deut 22:30[Hebrew, 23:1], 27:20; and Ezek 16:8, all of which pertain to 
marital custom. Especially significant is the Ezekiel passage, which concludes 
an elaborate metaphor portraying Yahweh's election of Israel in terms of mar
riage: "Then I passed your way and saw you, and lo your time was the 
time for love, so I spread my wing over you and covered your nakedness, and 
I pledged myself to you, and I entered covenant with you-so says Adonay 
Yahweh-and you became mine." The exact correspondence of terminology 
between Ezek 16: 8 and Ruth 3: 9 is strong evidence that Ruth's request of 
Boaz is marriage. Commentators frequently invoke ancient and modern Arabic 
custom as further evidence that the placing of a garment over a woman is a 
symbolic claim to marriage; see especially W. Robertson Smith, Kinship and 
Marriage in Early Arabia, rev. ed., 1903 (repr. Boston: Beacon, 1963), p. 105, 
and A. Jirku, Die magische Bedeutung der Kleidung in Israel (Rostock: Adler, 
1914), pp. 14ff. 

for you are a redeemer. In the NOTES on 2: 1 ("covenant-brother"), 2:20 
("He is one of our circle of redeemers"), and 3:2 ("one of our covenant 
circle"), I have argued that Naomi knew of the existence of a circle of 
redeemers or confederates. But did Naomi and Ruth know anything about 
the order in which these men would be expected to act; that is, who was the 
nearest relative? It is possible that they did know, and that Ruth asked Boaz 
to marry her without assurance that civil custom would in fact lead directly 
to that. Her approach would then be a ploy to force him to act, to start the 
wheels rolling toward marriage whether to another person or to himself. 
Support for this interpretation would come from the fact that Ruth calls Boaz 
"a redeemer," not "the redeemer" or "my/our redeemer." Also, notice that 
Boaz gives Ruth assurance that he will do all that she has asked before he 
mentions the existence of a nearer redeemer, which seems to suggest that her 
request could be answered by marriage to another as well as by marriage to 
Boaz. 
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What is much more likely is that the two women simply did not know the 
order of redeemer responsibility. They only knew that the responsibility 
existed and that Boaz was one to approach. Ruth's action has put Boaz on 
the spot, and that is what it was intended to do. Boaz now must act, and of 
course he will do so in accordance with what righteous human behavior 
calls for. 

10. Blessed may you be by Yahweh. See 2:20 and the second NoTE on 2:19. 
This blessing form follows a worthy action on the part of the one so blessed; 
cf. Gen 24:31 and I Sam 23:21, for example. 

Jn not going after the younger men. The combination "to go after" (Hebrew, 
hiilak •a1;iare) has a wide variety of meanings of which we need note only 
two. It can mean aggressive harlotry, as in Prov 7:22, especially when prophets 
use harlotry as a metaphor for Israel's idolatry. This can hardly be the meaning 
here. Better guides are Gen 24:5, 8, 39 and I Sam 25:42, stories in which 
Rebekah and Abigail follow after messengers sent to bring them for marriage 
to Isaac and David respectively. Apparently Ruth had received marriage 
proposals-the Targum is surely in error with its addition, "to commit fornica
tion with them"-probably from the youths who harvested Boaz' crop (hence 
the definite article, which the LXX lacks). If so, the story-teller neatly sug
gests the attractiveness of these young men by shifting from ne'iirim used 
throughout chapter 2 to bal;iurim, implying the choiceness of the young men. 

11. All that you say I shall do for you. The precise words of Ruth to Naomi 
at 3:5 (see the NOTE there) except for the important additional "for you." 

all the assembly of my people. Literally, "all the gate of my people." At 
4: 10, a similar expression occurs: "from the gate of his place," while in 4: 1 
and 11 the gate is the location of the complex legal transaction centering on 
Boaz and the nearer redeemer. With excellent insight, the LXX uses fule at 
3: 11 (one manuscript has sunagoge) and 4: 10, pule at 4: 1 and 11; the first 
Greek word denotes a body of men linked by blood ties, while the second is the 
usual word for gate. In similar fashion, OL (tribus), Syriac (lrbt', "family, 
tribe") and the Targum with its addition ("the gate of the great Sanhedrin") 
recognize that there is a special meaning here of the term "gate." Undeniably, 
it means something like, "the legally responsible body of this town." Under no 
circumstances should we claim that the LXX meant to write pule when it wrote 
fule (against BH8 and Gerleman). That the word "gate" could designate the 
legal body of a city or town is strongly supported by a frequent usage in the 
book of Deuteronomy. These are the occasions when Israel is commanded to 
care for the sojourner, the Levite, the fatherless, the widow and the poor who 
are "within your gates, within one of your gates." Regrettably, the RSV and 
NEB translate with "within your towns" or ''your settlements," but it is clear 
that these unfortunates are the responsibility of the body politic; the transla
tion should be "under your legal care." This point deserves more extensive 
demonstration than is possible here. The passages in question are Deut 5: 14, 
12:12, 14:21, 27-29, 15:7, 16:11, 14, 18, 17:2, 5, 8, 18:6, 23:16[Hebrew, 
17), 24:14, and 26:12. See also Prov 31:23, 31. 

you are a worthy woman. The Hebrew is 'eset lµzyl, which recalls the de-
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scription of Boaz in 2:1 (see the NOTE there on "a man of substance"). Here 
~ayl says nothing about wealth or social status, but emphasizes the quality of 
Ruth's person. The best exegesis of that quality is provided by the magnificent 
acrostic poem in Prov 31:10--13, which begins with the very words 'eset ~ayl 
(see Introduction, p. 34). How effectively the story-teller hints that these two 
people should marry, just before the final complication is introduced! 

12. Now it is certainly true that. The Hebrew is difficult; there are simply 
too many introductory words: w•'attiih ki 'omniim ki 'm. The Masoretes 
placed no vowel point on 'm (that is, they read as though it were not there), 
although the consonants were fixed in the tradition. Furthermore, most of the 
LXX tradition fails to reflect w•'attiih, "and now," and commentators have 
noted that the same word begins the preceding verse, suggesting some support 
for the impulse to emend it away. 

The first three words should all be retained, however. Deletion of "and now" 
would be arbitrary, especially since Boaz' speaking style is purposely made re
dundant by the story-teller. As for 'omniim, with its congeners 'umnam and 
'omniih it is regularly an introductory word (see S. Talmon on 'mn in the Yab
neh-yam ostracon, BASOR 176 [December 1964], 34-35, and compare Jesus' 
words "Truly, truly, I say to you"), but often enough it is preceded by another 
adverb such as gam, "also," or 'ap, "also, indeed," or by the emphatic particle 
ki (I Kings 8:27; Job 36:4). The proposed translation adopts the emphatic 
meaning for the first ki. 

On the other hand, 'omniim and its congeners are rarely followed by the con
junction ki, "that," even in places where modem languages might mislead the 
translator into looking for it (for example, Num 22:37); exceptions are Job 
9:2 and 12:2. The "that" in the proposed translation is simply implicit in 
'omniim. For this reason, and because 'm was already recognized as a prob
lem by the early Jewish tradition, it is best to follow the LXX and Joiion, 
Commentaire, pp. 74-75). 

W. Staples, AJSL 54 (1937), 62 ff., in developing his theory that only one 
person at a time was properly designated "redeemer," takes the 'm to be a neg
ative (this is possible) and translates along these lines: "But now, as a matter 
of fact, I am really not (your) go'el, but you do have a go'el, one who is more 
closely related (to you) than I." The general implausibility of Staples' whole 
theory, in view of our reading in 2:20 and in view of 4:4, 6, makes the pro
posal fruitless (so also Rudolph, p. 5 5) . 

13. Spend tonight (here). Hebrew, lini hallay•lah. For reasons lost to us, the 
scribes of some Hebrew manuscripts wrote the l and/or the n of the first word 
in an enlarged size. Joiion speculates the scribes wished to attract attention to 
a defect in the text, perhaps a lost but needed word; he proposes pah, "here" 
(cf. Num 22:8; Judg 19:9). True, with most occurrences of the verb lyn, "to 
lodge the night," is a statement of the place where the lodging is to occur 
(e.g. Gen 24:23, 25; Judg 19:4-20 [eight times]; II Sam 17:8, 16, 19:8), but 
at Gen 24:54 and Judg 19:6 the place is not stated but implied. The reason for 
the enlarged letters escapes us. But note the same verb at 1 : 16, and see the 
COMMENT. 
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Since the verb by itself means "spend the night," the explicit "the night" may 
seem redundant. Read "tonight, this particular night" and compare Num 22:8; 
II Sam 17:16 and 19:8. 

Well and good. Hebrew, tob. The Haggadic tradition takes the word here as 
the name of the nearer redeemer, but the Targum stands with all the other 
versions in reflecting simply "good." Compare I Sam 20: 7; II Sam 3 : 13; 
I Kings 2: 18; and possibly Ruth 2: 22 (see the N OTB on "It is better" there) . 

does not want to do the redeemer's part. Compare Deut 25:7-8 within the 
law statement on levirate responsibility. There the verb hptf in the sense of 
"want, wish" is also used, but instead of the technical term g'l as the infinitive 
following, Deuteronomy uses lqQ, "to take." There are striking differences of 
vocabulary between Deut 25: 5-10 and Ruth 3: 12 - 4: 12, just as there are 
certain similarities. See the COMMENTS on this section and the next. 

As surely as Yahweh lives. A paraphrase of Qay Yahweh, a standard oath 
formula occurring some thirty times in Judges, Samuel, and Kings, five of these 
in the Court History of David (II Sam 9-20; I Kings 1-2[?]); by contrast, it 
does not appear in the Pentateuch, and appears but once in the work of the 
Chronicler, in the Micaiah story taken from the Kings source (II Chron 
18:13=1 Kings 22:14). Hosea condemns its hypocritical use in Israel (4:15), 
while Jeremiah looks ahead to a time when it will be properly used by former 
Ba'al worshipers, that is, when men will do their oath-taking in Yahweh's 
name instead of in Ba'al's. The two prophetic passages imply that one using 
the oath is expected to mean what he says: as sure as Yahweh is the living 
God, you can count on what I promise (note the interesting variation which 
adds an oath by the life [nepeS] of the recipient of the promise, I Sam 20:3, 
25:26; II Sam 11: 11, 15:21; II Kings 2:2, 4, 6, 4:30). 

The standard order begins with the oath and then follows with the promise, 
introduced by the particles ki or 'im or both. Here in Ruth, the order is in
verted. Boaz' promise is that he will see to the matter of redemption, to which 
he adds the authority of the Yahweh oath. The only narrative passage com
parable is I Sam 20:21 where Jonathan adds the Yahweh oath to his state
ment of the meaning of his signal: "for it is peace for you and there is no 
problem, as surely as Yahweh lives." 

14. next to him. The consonants are mrgltw, clearly the same word as the 
one designating Boaz' legs in verses 4 and 7, but lacking the y before the w 
of the usual spelling of the suffix form. Ruth is to resume the same place to 
sleep as she had taken in verse 8. It is inescapable that this position is next to 
Boaz; see the NoTB on 3:4 and the last NoTB on 3:8. 

and she arose. The MT feminine is retained, as the versions indicate. The 
LXX Lucianic tradition is explicit that Ruth is the subject of the first verb of 
verse 14, "she lay down," and the entire LXX tradition explicitly makes Boaz 
the subject of the following "for he said." There is no need to follow Joiion in 
making Boaz the subject of "arose," nor to accept Rudolph's more elaborate 
suggestion that bidbaro, "at his behest," has been lost. The story-teller is get
ting across the idea that both Boaz and Ruth take the initiative in the progress 
toward resolution of what has now become their common cause. The Syriac 
reading is curious and worth noting: "And she rose in the morning when it was 
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still dark, while a man could not recognize his neighbor, and she said to him: 
'No one should learn that I came to you at the threshing floor."' 

could recognize. The story-teller, perhaps not inadvertently, uses the same 
word here as he did twice in 2: 10 (in word-play) and again in 2: 19. 

Let it not be known. The impersonal construction, employing the Niphal of 
yd' is attested certainly only here and in Pharaoh's description of his dream to 
Joseph at Gen 41 :21: "It would not have been known that (the lean cows) had 
eaten (the fat ones)." Dahood has disposed of another possible instance in Ps 
74:5 by achieving effective parallelism with the use of a root d'k (Psalms 11, 
51-100, AB, vol. 17, first Norn on 74:5). 

15. Present the wrap. The verb is an oddity. Ostensibly an imperative of a 
root yhb, it is usually translated "give" because of the cognates in Aramaic, 
Syriac, Ethiopic, and Arabic. The biblical usage is frequent enough (over 
thirty times spread through all kinds of literature), but aside from one proba
ble Qal participle in Ps 5 5: 22[Hebrew, 23 ], it occurs only in the forms ~f Qal 
imperatives. Some of these have virtually an adverbial ·meaning, ''now then," 
but the majority take an object (see for example Gen 29:21 [J], 30: 1 [E], 
47:15-16 [Joseph story]; II Sam 11:15 [Court History]). The subsequent im
perative "grasp, get a good hold on" is virtually redundant (the LX.XBL' and 
the Syro-Hexapla omit the imperative), a characteristic of Boaz' speech at 
other places. 

It is difficult to say what the article of clothing is here. The Hebrew word 
occurs only here and in the catalogue of clothing in Isa 3: 18-23. Dalman, 
Arbeit und Sitte, V (1937), 332, proposes a head shawl, perhaps the 
long, narrow one shown on the women in Sennacherib's wall relief of the cap
ture of Lacbish (see illustration 4 and G. E. Wright, Biblical Archaeology, p. 
193. Since our story-teller enjoys using synonyms for the same entity, the 
"wrap" is more likely the same as the "cape" in 3:3 (see the third Norn 
there). 

Get a good hold on it. The Hebrew combination 'bz b- is used more fre
quently in prose and in early passages than is 'bz 't (with the accusative mark) 
and bas a stronger implication. See among other places Gen 25 :26 (Jacob 
holding fast to Esau's heel); Exod 4:4 (Moses' taking the serpent by the tail); 
Judg 16:3 (Samson's grip on the Gaza city gate), 20:6 (the Levite holding 
bis dead concubine's body to cut it up); II Sam 20:9 (Joab holding Amasa 
by the beard as he prepares to stab him); and I Kings 1 :51 (Adonijah's grip on 
the horns of the altar, in fear of Solomon's retribution-parallel to bzq in 
verse 50). 

he measured out six U'iir-measures. Brockelmann, Hebriiische Syntax, 
p. 77, collects a number of passages including Ruth 3: 15 where a numeral and 
a commodity are given without indication of what be terms a "self-evident" 
unit of measure. For Ruth 3: 15, the self-evident measure of barley is an 
ephab, the same measure as in 2: 17. But the reckoning of the weight of an 
epbab (at the standard 0.6 kilograms per liter) is either 47.5 or 29 pounds, de
pending on the sys.em followed (see the Norn on 2: 17). Six ephahs would 
weigh 285 pounds on the older calculation, 174 pounds by Scott's calculations; 
certainly more than Ruth could carry. Brockelmann's "self-evident" measure 
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is in no way self-evident! Perhaps, then, we should tum instead to the 'omer, 
comparing Exod 16: 18 where the manna is being measured by this unit. An 
'omer is one-tenth of an ephah, and the result would mean that Ruth receives 
here three-fifths of what she had garnered in a day's work in 2: 17. Since this 
is to be a supply sufficient to care for Naomi, the amount seems too small. 
Besides, as Joiion (Commentaire) and Rudolph point out, the word 'omer is of 
masculine gender, but the numeral here is the one used with feminine nouns. 
These two commentators select instead the s"'iih, one-third of an ephah; the 
resulting load of barley would be two ephahs, 95 pounds on the traditional 
system, 58 pounds on Scott's system. 

Attractive as this last calculation is, the translation suggests an entirely dif
ferent attack on the problem. I proposed at 3: 2 to read "gates" (S"'iirim) for 
"barley" (S•'orim), thus leaving it unclear what crop was being winnowed. On 
the basis of Gen 26: 12, I propose here to do the same, but with a different 
meaning for s•'iirim. In Gen 26:1-11, we have the second J story of a pa
triarch's attempt to pass off his wife as his sister in the face of threatening cir
cumstances in a strange land, Isaac and Rebekah before Abimelek of Gerar. 
After the discovery of the stratagem, "Isaac sowed in that land, and he came 
up with one hundred S"'iirim in that year, for Yahweh had blessed him." The 
versions translate "barley" here, but the s should be retained and dealt with as 
the more difficult reading (so Speiser, Genesis, AB, vol. 1, NOTE on 26: 12). 
This must be a measure of some sort, unknown to us elsewhere unless it be the 
unit we need in Ruth 3:15. If Isaac raised one hundred such units (of what 
commodity?) in a season, then for Ruth 6 per cent of that amount could well 
be correct, and would be a generous gift. 

and set it upon her. See the same verb, fyt, in 4: 16, which Joiion says has 
more of a nuance of delicacy than would sym, another word of virtually the 
same meaning. 

then he went into the city. A number of Hebrew manuscripts (seventeen 
collated by Kennicott, twenty-one more by de Rossi) have the feminine form 
of the verb, as do the Syriac and Vulgate. Three Lucianic manuscripts state 
Ruth's name explicitly as the subject, but another Lucianic witness states Boaz 
and so does the Targum. Chapter 4: 1 begins by having Boaz "go up" to the 
gate, apparently starting from the threshing floor and reversing the direction 
of Ruth's "going down" in 3:3 and 6. On the other hand, the majority of the 
LXX witnesses fail to indicate a change in subject from the preceding verb, 
but all will add "Ruth" as the subject of "and she came" at the beginning of 
verse 16. The masculine form, making Boaz the subject, seems best here. 

Nevertheless, the variation among the versions, including the divergence 
within the Lucianic family, may suggest that both readings were available 
from well back in the history of the story's transmission, each preserved in a 
divergent text. 

16. How do things stand with you, my daughter? The question is literally 
simply "Who are you, my daughter?" Recall 3:9, where Boaz puts the same 
question in a situation where identification is in fact needed; there he did not 
add "my daughter," but its presence here means that Naomi is not asking for 
identification. That her question is correctly carried in the tradition is evident 
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from what the versions did. The Syriac (with its offspring, the Armenian) has 
an answer to the literal question "Who are you?": "And she said to her, 'I am 
Ruth.' " LXXB fails to reflect the question at all, but a variety of attempts to 
render it by other LXX witnesses all tend to support the form of the question 
as MT preserves it. Completely unexpected is the reading in manuscript b 
found in Qumran Cave 2, "What are you? (see the Introduction, p. 40). 

Most commentators compare Amos 7:2, 5, "As what (=how) can Jacob 
stand?" and posit what Rudolph calls an accusative of condition for the inter
rogative pronoun. J. Gray points to the similar usage in the wail over Ba'al's 
death in the Ugaritic Ba'al cycle: "Ba'al's dead!-What (my) becomes of the 
people? Dagon's Son-What (my) of the masses?" (H. L. Ginsberg's transla
tion in Ancient Near Eastern Texts, p. 139; UT, texts 62:6-7 and 67:23-
24). Recognizing the necessity to paraphrase, we can safely adopt a transla
tion such as the one given here. 

17. These six §ii.'ii.r-measures. See the third NOTE on 3: 15. 
empty. Here is one of the most effective of the story-teller's long-range in

clusios, for it is the very word Naomi used in describing herself in her mourn
ful complaint at 1 :21. The story is moving toward resolution, now, of some of 
its most salient motifs. With a single word, the resolution of one part of Na
omi's plight is accomplished. The story-teller chooses to place the word not in 
Boaz' mouth while he and Ruth are still at the threshing floor, but in Ruth's 
mouth as she reports to Naomi a part of the conversation we were not in on 
earlier. This technique, by the way, is used by the story-teller in 2:7 and 2:21; 
thus he keeps the story free of repetition and gives each scene its own con
tribution to the developing dramatic effect. 

18. Sit tight. As it was in 2:23, the story is brought to a stand-still, at least 
for a few moments, by a form of the root ysb. See the last NoTE on 2:23. 

How the matter will fall out. A minimal paraphrase of the combination 
'ek yippol diibiir, which involves a unique use of the common verb npl; the 
slavishly literal translation in LXXB suggests that it was not an easy idiom to 
convey, especially in view of the curious lack of a definite article (later in the 
verse, the same noun has the article). The LXXL manuscripts translate to the 
sense, "the matter will be/come to be/happen," using the definite article and 
the verb "to be." Syriac lacks any reflection of the clause. Of interest is the 
Targum's expansion: "Until you know how it is decreed from heaven and how 
(the) matter will be made clear." Divine agency is made explicit in this part of 
the sentence, as contrasted to Boaz' agency in the balancing second half of the 
sentence. Are we not to see the same hidden hand behind "how the matter 
will fall out" as controlled the "luck" in 2:3? See the COMMENT and the In
troduction on the theology of the book. 

Until. Hebrew ki 'im expresses "until, unless" after a negative preposition 
(Joiion, Grammaire § 173b); see especially Gen 32:26[Hebrew, 27]. See D.R. 
Hillers, Lamentations, AB, vol. 7A, NOTE on 5:22: "The clause following ki 
'im states a condition that must be fulfilled before the preceding statement can 
or should be in effect: 'Not A unless N.'" Earlier in our verse here, "until" is 
expressed by 'ad 'aser, "up to such a time as." 
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he has brought the matter to conclusion today. Syriac: "Until the verdict is 
passed down for him today," an anticipation of what is to come which may 
convey rather well the implication in the Hebrew. 

COMMENT 

Chapter three contains the climactic events of the whole Ruth story. At no 
other point does dramatic tension and suspense reach such a pitch. And once 
the scene at the threshing floor is over, even though there will be one more 
suspenseful episode, the audience knows that things will work out well. The 
necessary commitments have been made, and in this story, where righteousness 
prevails, commitments are certain to be fulfilled. 

The structure of this episode is very similar to that of the previous one: a 
main scene moving at measured pace and involving Ruth and Boaz, bracketed 
by two somewhat shorter scenes (verses 1-5 and 16-18) involving Ruth and 
Naomi. Certain key words recur frequently, knitting the scenes together, and 
one dramatic sentence, "all that you say I shall do," connects the opening with 
the main scene (verses 5 and 11). 

Meanwhile, the technique of reusing signal words at long range, a special 
form of inclusio, serves to link this episode to the two preceding ones, as 
some of the problems raised in the earlier part of the story begin to be re
solved. Notice, for example, "security" (3:1 with 1:9), besed (3:10 with 1:8 
and 2:20), "wing" (3:9 with 2:12), "worthy woman" (3:11 with "man of sub
stance" which employs closely comparable Hebrew vocabulary in 2: 1), and 
"empty" ( 3: 17 with 1 : 21). To these crucial terms we will return below, but for 
now the point to be seen is the craftsmanship of the story-teller. 

Here, however, the story-teller uses his craft in another and special way, to 
show that for the moment events will operate in a profoundly different atmos
phere. For one thing, he establishes and develops a marked sense of mystery, 
secrecy, privacy. This is the only episode in which Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz 
have the stage to themselves. There is no "chorus" to give the action a public, 
open setting-no neighbor women of Bethlehem, no team of young harvest
ers, no quorum of elders and bevy of onlookers at the city gate. Not even an 
Orpah, or a foreman of the harvesters, or a nearer kinsman interferes with the 
action. The three key figures are in charge: they plan and carry out their ac
tions apparently so much on their own initiative that the audience may well 
wonder-and this is important-whether even the God who works from the 
shadows has for the time being averted his gaze and is not in control of 
what is going on. The darkness of midnight and the dimness of the pre-dawn 
hide both persons and events. No one seems able to recognize anyone else 
(verses 3, 9, and 14) I As if to heighten the sense of privacy-I see no other ar
tistic reason for it-the story-teller uses "the man" and "the woman" instead 
of the names Ruth and Boaz (verses 8, 14, 16, and 18). Notice these signals 
of mystery as well: Boaz goes to lie at the far end (literally the "comer") of 
the threshing floor; Ruth approaches the sleeping man quietly; the man gropes 
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in the dark for his mantle; the woman leaves the threshing floor before there 
is light enough to reveal to anyone that she has been there. 

Together with the air of mystery there is built up a carefully contrived am
biguity; it revolves around whether Ruth's act in approaching Boaz under such 
compromising circumstances will result immediately in sexual intercourse. The 
story-teller clearly means to have his audience reckon with this possibility. 
Naomi's instructions to Ruth in verse 3, for example, can be taken to mean 
that Ruth goes to the threshing floor prepared "so to speak as a bride" (Hertz
berg)-but they don't have to mean that. David makes quite similar prepara
tions before going to the temple to worship, after learning of the death of his 
first son by Bathsheba (II Sam 12:20); Joab instructs his message bearer, the 
wise woman of Tekoah, not to anoint herself with oil but rather to act like 
a mourner when she seeks her audience with David in II Sam 14:2. The cir
cumstances at the threshing floor are ambiguous, purposefully so. 

The indicators of this ambiguity swarm throughout the episoqe. Consider 
the matter of uncovering Boaz' legs; the NOTE on. 3:4 has examined the 
meaning of "legs" and proposed that there is an intentional ambiguity about 
just how much of Boaz was uncovered. Another avenue of approach is offered 
by comparing Deut 22:30[Hebrew, 23:1] and 27:20. These verses contain 
negative commandments using the verb "to reveal, uncover" with the noun 
"wing," to assert that a man is not to have intercourse with his father's wife. It 
is simply incomprehensible to me that a Hebrew story-teller could use the 
words "uncover," "wing" (3:9), and a noun for "legs" which is cognate with a 
standard euphemism for the sexual organs, all in the same context, and not 
suggest to his audience that a provocative set of circumstances confronts 
them. 

Nor is that all. Hertzberg has pointed out, in his comment on 3: 7-8, that 
the episode at the threshing floor contains repetition of several common words 
which have potential double meanings. The verb skb, "to lie down," occurs 
eight times in verses 4-14, most often with the simple meaning to lie down to 
sleep. With Ruth as subject, in verses 4, 7, and 8, this verb may connote to lie 
prostrate at the feet of a superior, in a supplicating position, to request a favor 
(Dommershausen). But surely the audience also recognizes that skb in Hebrew 
(combined with the preposition "with") means to have sexual intercourse, an 
idiom which has become common parlance in English. 

Furthermore there is much too frequent use made of the verb "to know" 
and its related nouns not to be noticed. The first NOTE on 3: 2 has discussed a 
term translated "covenant circle" and related it to the similar term in 2: 1; 
both are derivatives of the Hebrew yd', "to know." In verse 3, Ruth is to 
avoid making herself known until the appropriate time; in 4, she is to note
literally to know-the place where Boaz lies down. In verse 10, Boaz observes 
that Ruth's worthiness is known among the assembly of the people; in 14, it is 
not to be known that Ruth has been at the threshing floor that night; in 18, 
Naomi counsels Ruth to wait until she knows how things will turn out. Here is 
almost the full range of nuances of the Hebrew term "to know," but the audi
ence will doubtless have supplied in their own minds one additional frequent 
meaning, "to have sexual intercourse with." 
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Finally, it may be that there is intentional double meaning in the use of the 
word b', "to come (toward), to go into," which occurs in 3:4, 7, and 14, and 
will reappear with a clear sexual meaning in the crucial verse 4: 13 (so Hertz
berg). 

Does this roster of double entendres mean that the story-teller is simply 
seeking to titillate his audience? Emphatically not. His intent is much more 
serious than that. Having led his audience to participate in the mystery and 
ambiguity of the scene, he obviously means to say that it is of extreme impor
tance whether or not here at the threshing floor things will go forward a<> 
cording to what Israelite custom and Israelite tiesed-living calls for. Here is 
where the modem western audience must beware; Ruth is not to be read as 
though the sexually provocative scenes are "throw-ins" without any impor
tance to the story's direction. What now happens at the threshing floor is as 
essential to the story-teller's purpose as what happened on the Moabite high
way between Ruth and Naomi, or what happened in the harvest scene when 
Boaz praised an impoverished widow who was gleaning, or what will happen 
in the solemn civil hearing at the city gate. At each of these points in the 
story, a moment of choice is presented to both actors and audience, and at 
each of these points the choice is made in favor of what righteous living calls 
for. To comprehend the outcome of the threshing floor scene, we must be as 
clear as we can on what Israelite custom and law would call for, and we 
must observe the developing portrayal of these three remarkable people who 
are living it. 

At 3:9, it is the Moabitess Ruth who presumes a connection between what 
is clearly some form of levirate marriage responsibility and the responsibilities 
of a redeemer: "Now spread your 'wing' over your maid-servant, for you are 
a redeemer." That amounts to saying-see the last NOTE on 3:9-"Your re
deemer responsibility calls for you to marry me." Ruth's presupposition that 
the responsibilities of redemption and marriage belong together is accepted by 
all as the story progresses. Boaz never questions the combination; his words in 
verses 10-13 show clearly that he takes it for granted. It then becomes the 
basis for the drama in the civil hearing in 4: 1-12; when Boaz announces the 
interrelationship of the two at 4:5, the nearer kinsman raises no objection, but 
simply takes the available way out. Just as the story-teller had Ruth take the 
initiative in supporting Naomi and herself at 2:2-7, he has her take the ini
tiative in a matter of applying civil custom. 

From the story's point of view, the combination of redemption and levirate 
marriage is a presupposition, and furthermore it is one which this remarkable 
Moabitess introduces. 

Here a difficulty arises. If we judge from attested Israelite law as it is pre
served in the casuistic law materials, those formulations of law which open 
with a statement of circumstances in an "if such-and-such a thing happens" 
clause and conclude with a "then . . . " clause of consequence, we have no
where else a connection drawn between marriage and redemption. If we trace 
redemption custom through the law codes, through narratives, and through the 
use of redemption language in speaking about God's care for his people, we 
appear to be in one circumscribed realm; if we do the same for the levirate 
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custom, we are apparently in another. Only the Ruth story combines them. 
What does this indicate? 

Many have concluded that the Ruth story-teller wove his tale at a time after 
the codification of the Deuteronomic Code, which gives a discrete levirate 
marriage law in Deut 25:5-10, and of the Holiness Code, which gives a dis
crete redemption law in Lev 25:25 and 27:9-33. According to such a theory, 
the Ruth story-teller for the first time brings together what the law codes had 
as separate, perhaps even having this as his primary purpose in composing. 
Another, more familiar, line of reasoning is based on Genesis 38, a story in 
which the younger brothers of a dead man are expected to sire a son from his 
childless widow; when one younger brother cheats on this responsibility, and the 
other is held back from doing it by his father's timidity and deceitfulness, the 
widow Tamar entices her father-in-law himself into fulfilling the responsibility. 
Her success, and her father-in-law's statement about righteousness in 38:26, 
suggest that the purposes of levirate marriage were even in this manner 
properly carried out. In Ruth also, it is not a brother of the widow's husband 
who is to sire a son, but a more distant relative. Clauses in both the Hittite and 
the Middle Assyrian law collections suggest the same spreading out of responsi
bility in this matter. The Deut 25: 5-10 law on the subject, however, confines 
the responsibility to "brothers who live together," and even gives them the right 
of refusal. One possible conclusion: Genesis 38 and Ruth come from a time 
prior to the formulation of the Deuteronomic law, which limits the application 
of the law to a smaller and more intimate family circle and relaxes its strin
gency. 

This way of approaching the legal circumstances in Ruth must yield now to 
increasingly clear insights into the nature of Israelite casuistic law, and for 
that matter of all ancient Near Eastern law of this type. The most penetrating 
recent studies of this subject have been made by George E. Mendenhall, who 
first attacked it in "Ancient Oriental and Biblical Law," published in BA 17 
(1954), 26-46, reprinted in BARS, pp. 3-24, and has dealt further with it in 
The Tenth Generation, chapter 7. What follows is heavily indebted to him. 

We must first make a distinction between "policy," the kind of normative 
general guideline embodied primarily in the biblical Ten Commandments, and 
"technique" or specific formulations, which occur in the Bible mostly in the 
casuistic style we have mentioned. Concerning the latter, it is important not 
to be misled by such terms as "law code," "codification," "promulgation," and 
"legislation" into thinking of ancient case law as comparable to the two
thousand-odd-page municipal code of the City of Chicago or to the Napoleonic 
Code. What we have in case law is a collection of precedents which have 
arisen from specific experiences preserved as references for settling similar 
cases, especially the difficult ones. In the codes, a selection from a large pool 
of available legal lore is "codified." The pool from which the selection was 
made contained inconsistencies, due in largest measure to the fact that custom
ary precedents arose within local contexts and over a period of time. 

Early in Israel's life as a people, in the period we know as the time of the 
judges, and continuing down into the monarchic period, the place where most 
civil cases were settled was in the local city gate, and the ones to render such 
decisions were the town elders, very much as we see them functioning in 
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Ruth 4. Except in thorny cases, they made their decisions on the basis of a 
combination of overarching principle, common sense, and a well-preserved if 
perhaps spotty, probably orally transmitted, legal tradition. While communi
cation between towns and cities across the land on matters of civil custom 
would take place, especially when issues pertained to the affairs of more than 
one town or population segment, we are not to think of one common legal 
code covering the whole land. What was decided in a civil case in Bethlehem 
could differ from what was decided in nearby Hebron, and all the more readily 
could differ from what was decided in Shechem or Dan. As for the law codes 
in Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy, they constitute political attempts un
der specific historical circumstances to normalize practice, probably mostly at 
the capital cities of Samaria and Jerusalem, but they can hardly be thought of 
as simply overpowering and setting aside the age-old traditional practices in a 
given outlying town. 

Also, we must remember that the law codes as we have them are anything 
but complete and comprehensive. For example, the Book of the Covenant in 
Exod 20: 22 - 23: 19 contains almost no family law, the very kind of law 
that would include marriage and inheritance regulations-see only 21 :7-11 
and 22: 16-17[Hebrew, 15-16], and the other codes are all significantly 
deficient in one way or another. Their purpose was probably not to be com
prehensive, but rather to be illustrative and didactic. Lack of a comprehensive 
law code together with localism and the sheer number of local sources for 
legal lore explains why frequently stories in the Bible portray a set of custom
ary practices at odds with the formulations in the codes. We cannot expect 
absolute consistency between Deut 25:5-10 and the stories in Genesis 38 and 
Ruth, and the inconsistency may just as easily arise from differing local prac
tice as from a difference in the time period represented. "Laws are then mu
tual understandings among human beings, culturally determined and relative-
as well as changeable" (Mendenhall, The Tenth Generation, p. 195). 

I have emphasized this point in order to approach the circumstances in the 
Ruth story not from the perspective of comparative law but from that of the 
underlying principles, the policy, at work in ancient Israel. The Ten Command
ments, direct and pithy stipulations about the very foundation of living in 
community, constitute one excellent guide to the basic principles on which the 
people of Israel built their common life. There are other principles. One is 
that both persons and property are viewed as God's possession, and therefore 
a special sense of stewardship surrounds not only the land but also the rela
tionships which human beings have with one another. Another is that social 
and economic distinctions among people are dissolved (except in a few cases 
involving slaves) in both civil and criminal justice; all receive equal treatment 
"before the law." Furthermore, punishment is appropriate to the kind and de
gree of injury done-an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. There is also 
a special injunction to look after those members of society who are most 
likely to be passed by in the handling of justice; if anything, there is a bias in 
favor of such folk, especially obvious in the Deuteronomic Code (see the sec
ond NOTE on 3: 11), so that the sojourner, the poor, the slave, the widow, and 
the orphan are the subjects of particular concern. More such principles could 
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be asserted, and I shall not pause to document the ones here stated; a sensitive 
presentation of a number of them can be found in Shalom Paul's Studies in 
the Book of the Covenant in the Light of Cuneiform and Biblical Law (Leiden: 
Brill, 1970), pp. 37-40. 

What can be said about legal practices and customs covered by the term 
"redemption" and performed by someone called a "redeemer"? If the Hebrew 
word g'l is our guide, redeeming in attested law pertains to the responsibility 
for recovering or retaining family property (Lev 25 :25, 27: 9-33); buying 
release of a kinsman from voluntary servitude entered into because of poverty 
(Lev 25:47-55); receiving restitution (in a curious act of penitence described 
in N um 5: 8) ; and acting the part of "the redeemer of the blood," the kinsman 
who avenges a murder-this usage being primarily attested in the passages 
which establish the Cities of Refuge to which a killer is to flee until the circum
stances of the killing have been ascertained (Num 35:9-28; Deut 19:6-13; 
Josh 20:2-9). 

There are two narratives which give some idea of these redemption prac
tices at work. The most directly comparable is the story of Jeremiah's re
demption of the field belonging to his first cousin Hanamel, in Jer 32:6-25. 
The elaborate process of the weighing out of the precise payment, the signing 
and sealing of the deed before witnesses, and the deposit of both a sealed and 
an open copy of the deed in a jar, is spelled out in detail. Since this is an 
action having an important symbolic meaning, one senses, special attention is 
given to legal propriety. The passage accords fully with the redemption re
sponsibility for recovering or retaining family property, with the exception 
that Lev 25:25 seems to refer to buying back a field already sold, while Jere
miah 32 pertains to the intention to sell (and thus may compare more precisely 
to Ruth 4: 3) . Here the relation of land redemption to principle is also ef
fectively elucidated: Jeremiah's holding title to a piece of the land about to be 
lost to the people of Judah represents the hope that the future holds a new 
chance for proper stewardship under God's covenant, in contrast to the failure 
now being judged. 

The second narrative about redemption in action pertains to the "redeemer 
of the blood." It occurs in the tale, woven by the wise woman of Tekoah at 
Joab's behest, designed to impel David to receive back his self-exiled son 
Absalom (II Samuel 14), As the woman tells it, she is a widow who had just 
two sons, one of whom has killed the other in a quarrel, apparently without 
witnesses. The rest of the family, that is the sub-tribe or phratry (cf. Ruth 2: 1), 
demands that the widow tum over the killer, her sole remaining support, 
". . . 'so that we may kill him for the life of his brother whom he has killed, 
and (thus) destroy the inheritor as well'" (so the Hebrew, against the RSV). 
The effect of course would be to leave the widow bereft and her husband 
without "name or remnant"-a situation not unlike the position Naomi saw 
herself to be in. The sad tale bas its effect, and David promises to take care 
of the matter. The woman even gets him to give a solemn vow, "as Yahweh 
lives," that the "redeemer of the blood" would be kept from acting. 

There is no great discrepancy between this story and the implication of the 
passages about the avenging role of the redeemer, although there does not 
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seem to have been any inquiry into the circumstances of the death. There is, 
however, the clear implication that the members of the larger family are 
using the excuse of customary procedure to remove the heir and thus gain the 
inheritance that might have gone to him; their own words betray their motives. 
Redemption practice, then, is seen with a specific set of mitigating circum
stances, and principle must come to bear. The widow cannot claim that her 
surviving son is innocent, but only that he is necessary for her own welfare and 
for the continuance of her husband's name. In effect, customary law is inter
fered with because it clashes with principle, a not infrequent circumstance in 
the Bible. The principle is that those whose needs can be easily ignored must 
be given special consideration in practice. 

It is not only legal formulations and narratives that show us what redemp
tion meant in Israel. Israel could readily picture her God as redeemer, espe
cially as the one who gains release for his people from servitude, but he was 
also seen in a role perhaps best described as advocate (Job 19:25; cf. Marvin 
Pope, AB, vol. 15, NoTE on Job 19:25a). It was Deutero-Isaiah who explored 
this depiction most fully, but it was used much earlier, as early as Exod 15:13, 
a twelfth-century triumph song; note also the probably quite ancient blessing 
in Gen 48: 16, where God's angel is praised by Jacob as the one who "redeems 
me from all evil." This language is old enough to have been used about God 
very early in Israel's history with the full implication it bears in later legal 
formulations; God shows familial concern and protects both people and prop
erty (Israel is both to him!). It is with such an understanding that we can best 
speculate about the role of the officials who are designated "redeemers" in the 
royal retinue of Baasha (I Kings 16: 11) and Ahab (II Kings 10: 11 according 
to the Lucianic LXX tradition; see second NOTE on 2: 1), and begin to get an 
idea of what Naomi meant by calling Boaz "one of our circle of redeemers" 
in 2: 20. Redeemers are to function on behalf of persons and their property 
within the circle of the larger family; they are to take responsibility for the 
unfortunate and stand as their supporters and advocates. They are to embody 
the basic principle of caring responsibility for those who may not have justice 
done for them by the unscrupulous, or even by the person who lives by the 
letter of the law. 

We can be far briefer about the institution of levirate marriage. In a gener
ally perceptive discussion which in many regards runs on parallel lines to the 
ones we have followed here, Thomas and Dorothy Thompson, in VT 18 
(1968), 79-99, have shown that levirate practice in the three places where 
it is attested in the Bible--Genesis 38; Ruth; and Deut 25:5-lO--Operates on 
the basis of two fundamental principles. The first is that the wife of a dead man 
is to be supported and protected, and the second is that family property is to 
remain within the family (p. 96). The practice is not simply concerned with 
producing a male child, nor even with producing an heir to the dead man's 
property; it is concerned every bit as much with the care of the widow. In
deed, the care of widows is the main motive of Naomi's speculations in 
chapter 1 about the prospects of levirate marriage for herself--<:ompare 
1 :11-13 with 1 :9. 
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The basic principles underlying the Israelite use of the levirate practice are 
very much the same principles pertaining to redemption practice, and are in 
tum among the basic ones undergirding all Israelite law and custom. 

Therefore, the juxtaposition of redemption and levirate practices in Ruth is 
a natural one, on the basis of principle. The fact that we can find no legal code 
which put the two together is probably irrelevant and as much due to the 
paucity of our sources as to any other cause. It is perfectly plausible to 
speculate that the connection between the two was typical in Bethlehemite, 
or even generally in Judean village, practice; it can be expected to have rati
fied itself easily in the mind of the ancient audience. We have suggested, in 
the COMMENT on Section III, that the complex societal framework in which 
this practice was to function probably included both blood and covenant ties, 
the latter reaching out beyond family interests to a circle in which ties were 
entered upon even more voluntarily and graciously than might be the case in 
a family. Even should this speculation prove wrong, there is a ytide circle of 
responsibility pertinent, as we shall see explicitly ·in the scene at the gate 
which follows. 

Ruth, then, has placed before Boaz her recognition of what Israelite custom 
makes possible for her, and has asked him to see to it. She has done so, the 
story-teller wants us to see, on her own initiative. It was Naomi who devised 
the plan to get Boaz' attention, but her instructions to Ruth extended only as 
far as "go and uncover his legs and lie down. Then he will tell you what you 
are to do." In fact, it was not so. It is Ruth who tells Boaz what to do, and 
she is justified in what she asks, according to the basic principles underlying 
righteous Israelite living. Once more, Ruth has acted as the very embodiment 
of what constitutes living according to IJ.esed, and Boaz praises her precisely 
for that; the latter IJ.esed he mentions in 3: 10 is her determination to play her 
part in keeping Elimelek's inheritance in the family and in making provision 
for two widows, not only for herself but for Naomi also. 

The audience is persuaded, then, of Ruth's valor, and the story-teller ham
mers it home with his favorite device of ratification, having one character give 
an affirmative evaluation of another (recall 1: 8, 2: 11-12, 2: 19-20, and 3: 18, 
with more examples to come in chapter 4). 

Can we trust Boaz in corresponding fashion? That becomes the point of 
what follows. Boaz assures Ruth that he will do for her all that she has asked. 
He will do it as everything else in this story is don~properly and responsibly. 
Propriety means that he must deal with a factor Ruth apparently did not know 
of, that there is a member of the circle of redeemers who stands closer to her 
and must have the first opportunity to take up the responsibility. From a story
telling point of view, this has the marvelous effect of creating one more sus
penseful moment, in which Boaz is given his opportunity to show his worthi
ness; for it is one feature of Boaz' valor that he will not even usurp another 
man's right to act responsibly! 

With the matter of the nearer redeemer still to be resolved, there can be 
no dangerous implication to what Boaz next says: Spend the rest of the night 
here, and I will get at the question of your future as soon as morning comes. 
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Once again, the story-teller signals us: the verb he uses is not "lie down." that 
ambiguous term, but Hebrew lwn/lyn, "to lodge," the same term Ruth had 
used in her avowal to Naomi in 1: 16. No ambivalence here! This term is never 
used in the Hebrew Bible with any sexual undertone. The dark ambiguity 
gives way to the clarity of the kinds of human commitments which charac
terize this story. Now it becomes clear that both of these people are worthy, 
and will do things in righteous fashion. It is not prudery which compels the 
conclusion that there was no sexual intercourse at the threshing door; it is the 
utter irrelevance of such a speculation. What the scene must end with is 
something far more fitting, the clear evidence of Boaz' determination to care 
for these two widows as custom and generosity dictate. He ceremoniously 
measures out a significant, and sufficient, portion of the threshing door's pro
duce, and sends it home so that Ruth's mother-in-law, who returned "empty" 
-so she thought-from Moab, is now in no sense empty any longer (verse 17). 
How perceptive Naomi is to say to Ruth: Sit tight! This sort of man will not 
rest until he has seen the matter through-today. 

And what about God? Had he in fact averted his eyes at the threshing door? 
Was he not in charge here? Of course he was. Naomi signals this with her 
words "how the matter will fall out" in 3: 18, running parallel with her con
fidence in Boaz' trustworthiness. Once again, God is present in this story where 
responsible human beings act as God to one another. Nowhere more effectively 
has the story-teller made this clear than in Ruth's request of Boaz in 3:9: 
spread your "wing" over me, thereby fulfilling yourself the wish you expressed 
for me in 2:12, that my payment be full from Yahweh, under whose wings I 
have come to dwell. 



V. THE RESOLUTION AT THE 
CITY GATE 

(4:1-12) 

4 1 As for Boaz, he had gone up to the gate a and taken a seat 
there, and just then the redeemer about whom Boaz had spoken 
passed by. Then he said, "Turn aside, sit down here, so-and-so," and 
he turned aside and sat. 2 He then took ten of the elders of the 
city and said, "Sit here," and they sat. 3 Now he spoke to the 
redeemer: "The part of the field which belonged to our brother 
Elimelek, Naomi, who has returned from the Moab plateau, hereby 
offers for saleb. 4Then I, for my part, said I would inform you, to 
this effect: 'Buy, in the presence of those sitting here and in the 
presence of the elders of my people. If 0 you are willing to redeem, 
redeem; if you a are not willing to redeem, make it known to me 
and then I will know; because there is no one else (called upon) to 
redeem except you, and I after you.' " And he said, "I will redeem." 
s Then Boaz said, "On the day you buy the field from the hand of 
Naomi, you 'buy' Ruth the Moabitess, wife of the dead man, to 
establish the name of the dead upon his inheritance." 6 Then the 
redeemer said, "I cannot redeem, lest I imperil my inheritance; you 
take on my redemption-responsibility, because I cannot redeem." 
7 Now this was (the mode) formerly in Israel with reference to 
redemption and exchange transactions, to confirm any such matter: 
a man would draw off his shoe and give it to his counterpart. This 

a Syro-Hexapla adds, with asterisk, "of the city"; while asterisked passages are sup
posed to be additions to the LXX tradition based on the attested reading in the He
brew, here the addition comes apparently from the native Syriac tradition (see Rahlfs, 
p. 65; Thornhill, VT 3 [1953], 240). 

b Syriac adds, "to me." Throughout this section the Syriac is more than usually 
conflate, paraphrastic, and interpretative. 

0 LXXL' add "therefore," one of six additions the Syro-Hexapla marks with an as
terisk, additions it took not from the proto-Masoretic Hebrew tradition but from 
the Lucianic. See Thornhill, VT 3 (1953), 236--38. 

d MT: yig'al (third person) read second person with a number of Hebrew 
manuscripts collated by Kennicott and de Rossi and with the versions. 
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was the process of ratification in Israel. 8 So the redeemer said to 
Boaz, "You buy•." And he drew off his shoe. 

9 Then Boaz said to the elders and to all the people, "You are 
witnesses today, that I hereby buy 1all that belonged to Elimelek 
and all that belonged to Kilyon and Mahlon1 from the hand of 
Naomi. 10 And, more important, 11Ruth the Moabitess, wife of 
Mahlon, I 'buy' as my wife, 

To establish the name of the dead on his inheritance, 
So that the name of the dead not be cut off 

From among his brethren 
Or from the assembly of his town. 

Yoil are witnesses-today(" 

11 Then all the people who were in the gate and the elders said, 
"(We are) witnessesl 11 May Yahweh make 'the wifei who now enters 
your house like Rachel and like Leah, who between them built the 
house of Israel. 

And may you show fertility in Ephrathah 
And (then) bestow a name in Bethlehem. 

12 And may your house become like the house of Perez, whom 
Tamar bore to Judah, stemming from ithe seed which' Yahweh will 
give you from this girl." 

• LXX adds, "my redemption-responsibility," probably an incorrect explanatory 
addition; in verse 6 this is the object of the verb g'l, "redeem," not of qnh, "buy." 

f-1 Syriac omits, probably by haplography, "all that belonged to Elimelek." The 
OL, on the other hand, omits "all that belonged to Kilyon and Mahlon." 

11 Syriac reads Hebrew 't (sign of the direct object) as 'alt, ''you (fem.)" and has 
the verse addressed to Ruth. 

h Syriac adds, "And they blessed him and said to him." 
l--1 Almost the entire LXX tradition: "your wife." 
J-J LXXL' and Theodoret plus a few others wrongly read sou, ''your," instead of 

ou, "which"; two minuscules then confiate and have both. 

NOTES 

4:1. As for Boaz, he had gone up. The Hebrew word order here is conjunc
tion w• plus Boaz plus verb in the perfect. In Hebrew placing the subject before 
the verb frequently signals a change of actors and scene from what has im
mediately preceded. At the same time, the verb in the perfect brings to an end 
a succession of sentences using narrative imperfects with wow-consecutive, 
which have been keeping the story moving forward since 1 :22. The effect of 
disrupting this succession is to stop the chronological flow; Boaz' "going up" 
is not simply the next step in the chronological sequence after the women's 
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conversation in 3: 16-18. In fact, his going to the gate can be prior to, con
temporary with, or later than the scene at the women's home (Joiion, Com
mentaire, pp. 79:....80, and Grammaire, § 118d-f; Gerleman, p. 35). In view 
of the portrayal of Boaz which the story-teller has been constructing, as a man 
of character, trustworthiness, and determination, we are almost certainly to 
understand that Boaz proceeded directly to the gate from the threshing floor. 
This produces a nice balance between yrd "to go down" in 3:3, 6, and 'lh, 
"to go up," here. Furthermore, if the final words of 3: 15 are correct in the MT 
("then he went into the city"-see the NoTE there), the story-teller has created 
a fine "envelope" effect: Boaz starts out on his responsibility, the focus 
switches quickly to Ruth and Naomi, and then returns to Boaz. 

and just then. The Hebrew construction here is comparable to that in 2: 4, a 
w•hinnih clause with a participle-see the first NoTE on 2:4. Here, as there, 
the scene is set (Boaz taking his place at the gate), whereupon at just the right 
moment along comes just the right person. Commentators who point out that 
virtually every male in town was bound to go out through the gate at some 
time during the morning on the way to work in the field are missing the impact 
of the Hebrew construction, which at least in Gen 24: 15 and in Ruth conveys 
a hint of God's working behind the scenes. Note also the only other w•hinneh 
clause in Ruth besides 2: 4 and 4: 1, namely 3 : 8. 

Turn aside, sit down here. The two imperatives have cohortative ii, adding 
emphasis. Throughout the scene now unfolding Boaz acts with authority and 
at a determined pace. 

so-and-so. The Hebrew is p•lon;: 'almonl, two rhyming nouns of similar but 
not identical formation without intervening conjunction (asyndetic), to be 
found only in I Sam 21 :3[Hebrew, 2]; II Kings 6:8, and here, along with the 
contracted form palmi>ni in Dan 8: 13. The meaning has been determined 
partly from the contexts of these biblical passages, but more from the way 
certain versions translated (some LXX manuscripts: ho deina, "such a one," 
-cf. Matt 26:18; the supplementing hand of the OL [see further below]: 
quicumque es, "whoever-you-are"); from the persistence in the Talmud of the 
first element, meaning, "someone, a certain one"; and from the Syriac and 
Arabic cognates (Arabic fulan, yielding Spanish fulano, "John Doe"). The effect 
is to indicate one who (for whatever reason) will not or cannot be named. 

Why did the story-teller use an anonymous expression? ( 1) Does he mean 
that Boaz didn't know the name? Hardly, in a small town within a related cir
cle. (2) Did the story-teller not know the near redeemer's name? That would 
rest on the assumption that the names in Ruth are genuine historically (see 
Rudolph, p. 29), an acceptable theory, but still a weak explanation. Why ad
vertise ignorance of the names, particularly when the sentence structure does 
not require using a name? Of course if the story-teller invented the names in 
his story, this explanation is irrelevant. ( 3) Did the story-teller avoid the name 
for fear of offending descendants of the near redeemer (one alternative for 
Hertzberg, p. 277)? That would assume that what the redeemer did was de
plorable (or at least unfortunate if he was really Boaz' brother-see below
because he lost the chance to be David's ancestor!). But there is no particular 
criticism of him for his decision (see on 4:7-8), and this explanation has a 
rather modem ring. (4) Is the use of p•loni 'alm0ni a way, then, of dismissing 
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an unimportant character? Surely that would be done more easily by using no 
designation at all here, and by sending the near redeemer off the stage as 
quickly as possible; compare the brief appearance on the scene of Boaz' fore
man in 2:5-7. In the overall structure of the story, the near redeemer plays 
at least as prominent a role as does his counterpart Orpah (see the COM
MENT). None of these explanations will answer the question of why the 
anonymity. 

Nor do proposed etymologies seem to help. The root ply/pl', attested only 
in the Niphal (passive-reflexive) and Hiphil (causative) conjugations, is regu
larly proposed for p•loni; its basic meaning is assumed to be "to be other, 
different." The noun could then mean "stranger, one about whom one need 
not concern himself" (so L. Kohler, Theologische Zeitschrift 1 [1945], 303-4). 
The second term may come from the root 'Im, "to be dumb," the idea being 
that one who cannot speak is strange and unknown (Gerleman, Rudolph). But 
neither of these proposals is compelling; in fact both are strained. It is con
ceivable instead that the idiom developed from two old proper names or 
gentilics, by a process lost to us (cf. English "Philistine," since the mid-nine
teenth century a pejorative term). A gentilic "the Pelonite" is found in I Chron 
11: 27, 36, 27: 10. U garitic administrative texts provide the names pin, pl, plwn, 
and in syllabic writing a-li-mu-nu; for none of these is the linguistic back
ground certain, but such names were current in fourteenth- and thirteenth
century Canaan (consult the indexes of F. Grondahl, Die Personennamen der 
Te:xte aus Ugarit, Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1967). They serve, at 
the present state of our knowledge, to wam us that etymological conclusions 
about p•loni 'almoni are not safe guides to elucidating the meaning of the 
idiom. 

There is another curious set of data which may afford a hint. An interesting 
combination of variants in the versions at Ruth 4: 1 points toward a connota
tion of secrecy, hiddenness, or reticence. The LXXB manuscript, together with 
the Lucianic manuscripts and a number of other non-hexaplaric minuscules 
(see Introduction), reads kruphie, a vocative "O Secret one, hidden one," as 
the translation of our idiom, and L:XXA and two other minuscules read kruphe, 
"secretly." The OL reads, "and he said, 'Tum aside, sit here.' And he (the 
near redeemer) said 'What separate/secret?'" The final question (quid se
creti) is odd Latin, but it conveys once again the element of secrecy. The Tar
gum has "Oman whose paths are humble/reserved/hidden"-the final word is 
a form of the only partially understood root ~n·. found in the Bible only in 
Micah 6:8. Finally, I Sam 21:3 and II Kings 6:8, which employ our idiom, 
also have a nuance of secrecy. These passages are in stories in which secret 
military maneuvers involve "the place of p•loni 'almoni." Keeping the place se
cret is a part of the drama, in the former as part of the deception David uses 
on Ahimelek, in the latter as the piece of secret military intelligence which 
Elisha's clairvoyance can penetrate. 

All of this suggests that a connotation of secrecy was bound up with p•/oni 
'almoni in an early interpretive stream, or even in its original meaning. This 
connotation would have contrasted with the understanding of the expression 
reflected by Greek ho deina, "such a one," by the usage in the Talmud, and 
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by the Syriac and Arabic cognates-and preserved in our lexicons. It is worth 
observing that several LXX manuscripts have both ho deina and kruphie, con
flating the two connotations; similarly, a supplementary hand to the OL wrote 
the quicumque es which we have already noted, again producing a conflation. 

What would a connotation of secrecy imply in our passage? I can only 
speculate: ( 1) Perhaps the point is that Boaz spoke in an undertone to the 
near redeemer, in order to get him seated, before convening the more 
formal assembly. If so, some of the LXXL along with the OL and the Syriac 
may reflect a genuine textual variant with the questions they record: in Greek, 
"Who are you?"; in Latin, the perplexing quid secreti; and in Syriac, "What?" 
(2) Barely conceivable would be that Boaz expressed a quiet criticism in using 
p•lOni 'almoni, amounting to "Why have you been hiding, you who should 
have been looking after your obligations to the two widows?" 

In sum: p•loni 'almanr is an expression with an obscure background and an 
imprecisely known connotation; apparently it had two different nuances by the 
time of the LXX recensional developments between 100 B.C.E. and iOO c.E., 
each of which was remembered in some of the versions. One nuance was 
simply anonymity, the other was bound up with secrecy, hiddenness, reticence. 
Quite clearly, an early Hebrew text tradition retained a response from the 
nearer redeemer, a question probably similar to the one of Naomi to Ruth in 
3: 16; it meant "What's up? What is this all about? What do you want of me?" 

The reader should take this note as speculative, but one thing seems certain: 
the ancient audience heard something meaningful to the story when the story
teller used p•loni 'almoni. 

3. The part of the field. Recall 2:3. The field is the entire area under cultiva
tion, within which the various villagers own plots. 

our brother. Rabbinic tradition includes the view that Boaz, Salmon, p•lOni 
'almoni (used like a name but hardly thought to be one) and Naomi's father 
were all blood brothers, sons of Nahshon (Baba Bathra 91a, in The Babylonian 
Talmud, tr., ed. I Epstein [London: Soncino, 1935], p. 376). "Brother" is fre
quently used, however, for other than blood kinship. It designates more distant 
relatives and even close friends, especially those in covenant relationship to 
one another. This covenant usage can be extensively documented, but as ex
amples see David's reference to Jonathan as "brother" in II Sam 1: 26, the 
pregnant expression "covenant of brothers" in Amos 1 : 9 ( J. Priest, JBL 84 
[1965], 400-6), and the frequent use in the Holiness Code, especially in 
Leviticus 25, the code being a definition of reciprocal responsibility under 
covenant (on "brother," see E. Jenni, article 'Ab, in Theologisches Handworter
buch zum A/ten Testament, I [Munich: Kaiser, 1971], cols. 98-104, esp. 99-
100; Jenni never uses the word "covenant" or "treaty," but he might well 
have) . The term can easily be made consistent, then, with the proposals made 
in the second NOTE on 2: 1 and the first on 3 : 2. 

who has returned. Compare 1 :22 and 2:6, the first probably and the second 
certainly with Ruth as antecedent. See the first NoTE on 1 :22. The Syriac 
omits this entire clause. 

hereby offers for sale. MT has the vowels of the perfect, mak•rah, and this 
form of the verb should probably be retained, against the proposal of Rudolph 
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and many recent commentaries to read the participle mok•riih (in fact the 
only OT attestation of a feminine singular participle of this root takes the 
alternate form mokeret-Nahum 3:4). The perfect is to be translated here 
with the sense it can take in formal, legal acts (so Gerleman, and especially 
M. Sekine, ZAW 58 [1940-41], 137); compare "I hereby buy" in 4:9 and 
"I hereby give" in Gen 23: 11, the story of the formal legal transaction by 
which Abraham purchases the cave at Machpelah. For the terminology "sell" 
and "buy," see the NoTE on 4:4, "Buy," and the CoMMENT. 

4. I, for my part, said. The independent pronoun precedes the verb in the 
Hebrew, signaling as in 4:1 the shift of subject (see the first NOTE on 4:1). The 
effect is to establish a connection to the end of verse 3 along these lines: 
"Naomi has decided to offer for sale the plot of land, while my function, I 
decided, was to let you know .... " 

We are probably to understand "said" as "said to myself, resolved." This is 
Joilon's view (Commentaire, p. 81) based on comparison to I Sam 30:6 (lit
erally, "the people said to stone him"), I Kings 22:23 (literally, "Yahweh has 
spoken [dibber] against you evil"), and II Kings 14:27 (literally, "Yahweh 
has not spoken [dibber] to blot out the name of Israel"). In fact the syntax in 
Ruth 4:4 is unique, using a verb in the imperfect following "I said" where 
these passages use the infinitive or a noun. It is as though Boaz were quoting 
a promise actually made earlier, so that we cannot entirely dismiss the pos
sibility of a conversation between Boaz and Naomi, presumably falling between 
the events at the end of chapter 3 and those at the beginning of chapter 4. 
To my mind, such a proposal would over-rationalize the story. The effect at 
the beginning of the chapter, as the first NoTE on 4: 1 argues, is one of im
mediate progression from the threshing floor to the gate. The audience of the 
story is simply left without an explanation of how Boaz knew of Naomi's in
tention and is at liberty even to conclude that Boaz invented the whole thing 
as a gambit (see the COMMENT). 

inform you. Literally, "reveal/unstop your ears" ('egleh 'ozn•kii), an idiom 
which accounts for thirteen of twenty-two Qal occurrences of the verb glh. 
Of the thirteen, six have God as subject, seven have men. The seven are dis
tributed in two episodes of the conflict between Saul and David (I Sam 20:2, 
12, 13, 22: 8, 17) and here in Ruth. The two Samuel narratives contain an 
element of secrecy, even deception, and a flavor of secrecy occurs in I Sam 
9: 15 with God as subject. One is tempted to link this with the secrecy con
notation of p•lOnl 'almonl discussed in the last NoTE on 4: 1 (cf. C. Lattey, 
The Book of Ruth, on 4:4), and to speculate that Boaz is speaking privately 
to the near redeemer or at least is recapitulating an earlier private con
versation between them (cf. W. Caspari, Neue Kirchliche Zeitschrift 19 [1908], 
124 f.). It is possible that one early recension of the Ruth story saw the action 
here in some such way-see the Lucianic variations cited in the last NOTE on 
4: 1. Nevertheless, the entire episode in 4: 1-12 is presented by the story-teller 
as a public, formal, and legal action; we do better to assume that for the sake 
of the story all of Boaz' words were spoken in the public forum. 

to this effect. Hebrew lemor, literally, "to say," is expected to introduce 
the content of what the speaker has revealed, as it does, for example, in 
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I Sam 9:15 and II Sam 7:27. Here, curiously, what follows is the consequence 
of what has been revealed. 

Buy. The verb qnh here, and the verb mkr, "to sell," in 4:3 are according 
to their primary connotations terms belonging to commercial transactions in
volving money or goods, almost always in relation to land or to persons 
(slaves). In all other places where the two terms appear in conjunction with 
one another, it is just such commercial transactions which are under discussion 
-see Gen 47:19-23; Exod 21:2-8; Lev 25:14-51, 27:20-28; Deut 28:68; 
Ezek 7:12-13; Zech 11:5; Prov 23:23; and Neb 5:8. It seems inescapable 
that the story-teller sets out upon his portrayal of the highly complex transac
tion in verses 3-10 by intentionally using commercial words. By the time we 
reach verse 10, this terminology will have led us into certain difficulties, but 
that is no excuse for supplying a circumlocution for the terms here at the 
start. For a translator to use "proposes to alienate" instead of "offers for sale" 
or "acquire" instead of "buy" is to evade the strong likelihood that the audi
ence of the story heard commercial language first. See the COMMENT. 

in the presence of those sitting here and in the presence of the elders of my 
people. The Hebrew is as explicit as it can be that there are two groups alluded 
to, by reusing the preposition neged before each group. The versions support 
this unanimously. Rudolph proposes, therefore, that the ones "sitting" here are 
the crowd of people who have gathered about to observe and will function 
again as witnesses in verses 9 and 11, while the elders are the ten Boaz has 
selected (verse 2). There is a problem with this explanation, however. From 
3: 18 through 4: 2, it would seem that the story-teller has been using the verb 
ysb, "to sit," to get all of the principals properly located where they should be 
for the legal transaction. Ruth, first of all, is sitting tight at home. Boaz him
self is seated at the gate. The near redeemer has been told to sit at one spot, 
and he has done so ( 4: 1); ten of the elders of the city have been asked to sit 
in their place, and they have done so. It is difficult indeed to avoid the con
clusion that the "sitters" here in verse 4 are then the ten selected elders. Taking 
a cue from 3: 11 ("all the gate=assembly of my people"), we do better to take 
the designation "the elders of my people" to refer to the larger group of which 
the ten "sitters" are the representatives. Instead of introducing at this point 
the gathering crowd (there doubtless was one), Boaz is underscoring the legal 
reality; in responding to the obligation to buy, the near redeemer is to act be
fore the duly constituted ten and therefore by extension before the whole legal 
assembly. (There were certainly more than ten elders at Bethlehem; notice 
the seventy-seven of them at Sukkoth in Judg 8: 14.) If we identify the two 
groups in this way, we also give a better explanation of the order of the terms; 
were Rudolph's proposal correct, surely one would expect the ten elders to be 
mentioned first, followed by the crowd of onlookers. 

except you, and I after you. The expression is odd, because the Hebrew 
zulat, "apart from, except" is always used elsewhere to designate the only 
exception. In the absence of any clear explanation of why Boaz uses this way 
of speaking when there is indeed another besides the near redeemer who 
can function, it is fruitless to speculate about whether there were "ranks" or 
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concentric circles of relatives (blood or covenant), with the near redeemer 
the only one left of one rank and Boaz the first of the next rank. We cannot 
even tell whether the words mean Boaz was the last available candidate, al
though it would heighten the drama of the story if he were to be so seen. 
Most commentators, by not even raising the question, seem to imply that this 
is simply a picturesque way of saying "you are the one, and if you default 
I come next." 

5. You 'buy' Ruth the Moabitess. The clause opens with Hebrew ume'et rut, 
according to the Masoretic voweling, which would mean "and from Ruth." It 
happens that the compound preposition me'et is the normal one after qnh, "to 
buy"; conceivably, then, one can link this to the preceding phrase: "from the 
hand of Naomi and from Ruth." Entirely apart from the thorny social and 
legal questions such a translation would raise, it plays havoc with the syntax 
of what follows, and one would prefer for such a rendering a repetition of 
prepositions ("from the hand of Naomi and from the hand of Ruth"). In any 
case, comparison to 4: 1 makes it certain that Ruth is the direct object of the 
verb which follows, and that her name was marked with the direct object 
particle 'et here as there. This leaves an unaccounted for m in the Hebrew 
sequence wm't. This may be an enclitic mem after the conjunction, an explana
tion requiring no alteration of the consonantal text; the use of enclitic mem 
on w, "and," in Hebrew has yet to be fully established, but see provisionally 
F. I. Andersen, The Hebrew Verbless Clause in the Pentateuch (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1970), pp. 48 and 124, n. 13. Alternatively, one may posit an 
original w•gam 'et as in 4: 10 (see NOTE on "And, more important ... ")
notice, against Rudolph, that the syntax here requires the presence of w• (after 
the temporal expression "in the day of your buying"), so that we would have to 
do with the loss of a g, not with the possible confusion of a g and a w. The 
latter emendation is favored by most commentators, but I am attracted to the 
explanation of enclitic mem; see the first Norn on 4: 10 on the special signifi
cance there of the word gam. 

As for the verb, "buy," the consonants of the Hebrew, qnyty, call for the 
first person while the Masoretic voweling reads the second person. An attempt 
by T. C. Vriezen, Oudtestamentische Studien 5 (1948), 80-88, to retain the 
consonantal text and find a meaning along the lines of "I (zealously) maintain 
with regard to Ruth the rights to raise up ... " results in separating the re
deeming of the field and the responsibility for Ruth. This fails completely to 
accord with the language of 3: 12-13 and is out of place with the whole thrust 
of the threshing floor and gate episodes, as H. H. Rowley, The Servant of the 
Lord and Other Essays, p. 185, n. 1, has pointed out (see also Rudolph, 
p. 59). An attempt by D.R. G. Beattie, VT 21 (1971), 490-94, reasserted in 
VT 24 (1974), 262-64, to retain the first person reading, states the case for 
separating redemption and remarriage as effectively as it can be stated, and 
ends by denying any levirate aspect to the marriage of Ruth and Boaz. What 
Beattie must do is to violate the internal consistency of the Ruth story, and 
that is fatal to his thesis. However, his observations are helpful for one who 
seeks to grasp the complicated problems involved. 

What does the verb "to buy" come to mean when applied to Ruth? Is there 
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portrayed here a concept of marriage by purchase? If so, to whom would be 
paid a bride-price? To Ruth's parents? Hardly! To Elimelek's estate or to 
Naomi? If so, only by some custom entirely unknown to us. A better expla
nation can be derived from observations made by D. H. Weiss, Harvard Theo
logical Review 51 (1964), 244-48, concerning the way in which qnh is used in 
the Mishnah with reference to marriage. Weiss claims that qnh for marriage 
occurs "only in contexts embracing other transactions in which qnh in its proper 
sense of 'purchase' (acquire property) is applicable" (p. 246). For regular mar
riages in the Mishnah, the standard words are qdj and 'rs; qnh is used only 
when an action of purchasing of slaves or property, or of transferring of prop
erty, controls the context. In other words, stylistic uniformity leads to using 
qnh about marriage to a woman when .that marriage in some manner relates 
to a larger commercial transaction in the general context. Qnh literally means 
"purchase" in the commercial transaction, but it has a more figurative mean
ing for what affects the woman. In 4:4, Sa, 8, and 9, then, this insight allows 
qnh to be translated literally "to buy." In 4:5b and 10, where the transfer of 
Ruth is designated by the same term, the meaning is not strictly "purchase" or 
"gain by payment"; rather it can be paraphrased "marry as part of a legally 
valid commercial transaction." Neither the near redeemer nor Boaz is literally 
to purchase Ruth; cf. M. Burrows, The Basis of Israelite Marriage (New 
Haven: American Oriental Society, 1938), esp. pp. 28-29. 

6. I cannot redeem ... you take on. Literally, "I cannot redeem for me 
•.. redeem for you, you, my redemption-responsibility." Compare "You buy" 
(literally, "buy for you") in 4: 8 and in Jer 32:7-8. The various instances here 
of l•kii, "for you," are examples of what is often called an "ethical dative," 
frequent after imperatives; very unusual is the parallel li, "for me," in the first 
clause. The overall effect can hardly be reflected in translation, but is more a 
matter of emphasis: "I can't, you do it"; still more emphasis is supplied by the 
independent pronoun "you." Here at the dramatic climax of the scene, the 
story-teller makes the near redeemer's renunciation as precise and emphatic 
as he can, even to the point of double redundancy. Correct procedure is fol
lowed to the hilt. 

7. Now this was (the mode). The LXX and the Latin versions all translate 
with terms that suggest the verse began w•zeh hammispiif, "now this is the 
regulation"; just this term mispiif occurs in the very similar passage Jer 
32:7-8. Note, however, that the MT preserves not the masculine demonstra
tive pronoun zeh but the feminine zot. Rudolph is probably right (against 
Joiion, Commentaire, p. 85) that the versions, including the Targum ("and ac
cording to this manner") are simply giving a correct paraphrase of the Hebrew. 

formerly in Israel. These words underscore the similarity of 4:7 to I Sam 
9:9, where two former and outmoded features are explained-the procedure 
for consulting deity and the term "seer" now supplanted by "prophet." The 
Hebrew l•piinlm, "formerly," can indicate a previous time of close proximity 
or of hoary, even mythic, antiquity. The time span is a generation or less in 
Job 42: 11; Judg 3: 2; Neb 13: 5; and possibly Josh 11 : 10, and it is lengthy 
(seven hundred years!) in I Chron 9:20 and mythic (in effect, back to the be
ginning of time) in Ps 102:26. In other instances (see Deut 2:10, 12, 20; 
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1 Chron 4:40; Judg 1:10, 11, 23; Josh 14:15, 15:15) the time separation is 
difficult to judge. Much more to the point is to note that the passages cited 
tend to pertain to before and after a radical change in circumstances, whether 
of land possession, of city name (and perhaps therefore of population), or of 
social order, matters resulting from invasions, change of government, and the 
like. Altered circumstances require some altered modes-together with ex
planation and instruction (see the Introduction, pp. 8-9). The time need not be 
long. 

to confirm. The MT has l•qayyem, quite possibly an Aramaism for expected 
Hebrew l•qomem. Conclusions as to the date of the Ruth story should not 
depend on the presence of this form, for several reasons: (1) The Hebrew 
form qomem has the meaning "raise up, lift" in Isa 44:26, 58:12, and 61:4, all 
of exilic date (an occurrence in Micah 2:8 is dubious), quite a different mean
ing from the one assigned to qayyem. (2) Forms of hollow verbs with doubled 
medial waw or yodh may not in fact be totally absent from relatively early 
biblical texts-see the Hithpael of fYd in Judg 9:12 (so Rudolph). (3) There 
is a large number of examples of Piel forms of qwm in the OT (Ezek 13: 6; Ps 
119:28, 106; Esther 9:21-32) with a variety of nuances, which at least sug
gests a rather early adoption of the Aramaism, if Aramaism it be. ( 4) Finally, 
as has been noted, there are strikingly few Aramaisms in Ruth (see the Intro
duction, p. 24, and the first and second NOTES on 1 : 13), even if this be 
counted as one. In the final analysis, the possibility that this is a form from an 
old Hebrew dialect should be kept open. 

a man . . . to his counterpart. The Hebrew combination 'il . . . re'ehu has 
two possible meanings. In a number of passages, especially in narratives, it 
expresses reciprocal activity between or among people, such as "they said one 
to another"; see, for example, Gen 11:3, 7, 43:33; Judg 6:29, 10:18; I Sam 
10:11, 20:41; II Sam 2:16; Jonah 1:7; and notably Ruth 3:14. On the other 
hand, in a number of passages mostly in legal and customary materials, it is 
used to express what one person has or has not done, may or may not do, to 
another; see, among others, Exod 21: 14, 18, 35, 22:6, 9, 13; Deut 4:42, 
19:4, 5, 22:24, 26; Ezek 18:6, 11, 15. Our passage, while in a narrative con
text, is a statement of customary practice, and more probably falls into the 
second category; however, it is not clear at all whether the action is reciprocal 
or unilateral-we cannot tell from the Hebrew whether both parties gave and 
received shoes, or only one gave a shoe to the other. The LXX offers a read
ing which settles the question, by adding "to the one taking up the redemption
responsibility" in apposition to "counterpart," thus making the action one 
way. This, however, only heightens the uncertainty, because it suggests that 
the original story was ambiguous on the point and needed explication (see 
further in the second NoTE on 4:8). Our translation implies that the one-way 
option is the stronger possibility, but the alternative should be kept in mind; the 
principle may have been one of transfer of roles symbolized by each party's 
stepping into the other's shoes. 

would draw off. MT: liilap, voweled as a perfect tense presumably to be 
construed as iterative (habitual)-very unusual for a perfect. Instead we can 
revowel to liilOp, the infinitive absolute, a surrogate verb without time refer-
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ence (a proposal favored by Rudolph, p. 60). A third option is one which quite 
probably existed in one early Hebrew variation of our story; posit an original 
w• on the front of sii/ap (supported by LXX8 L', and the OL), which would 
"convert" the perfect to an imperfective meaning much more amenable to ex
pressing habitual action. 

shoe. Or "sandal." Presumably, it is whatever foot covering was being worn. 
There is pictorial evidence for sandals with straps, for low "desert boots," and 
for shoes with upturned, pointed toes. See the excellent survey by J. M. Myers, 
"Sandals and Shoes," The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, vol. R-Z, 
pp. 213-14. 

process of ratification. Hebrew t6'udiih is etymologically related to the He
brew word for ''witness"; here it probably has a quite different meaning from 
that of its only other OT attestations, Isa 8: 16 and 20, where it refers to the 
prophet's already given "testimony," namely the combination of prophetic 
credentials and indictments in 6: 1 - 9: 7. In Ruth, the term must comprehend 
the "redemption cases and exchange transactions" me~tioned at the beginning 
of the verse. 

Two literary devices are worth noting. Verses 6 and 7 each have a fine in
clusio, enveloping the content: "I cannot redeem . . . I cannot redeem" and 
"this was (the mode) in Israel . . . this was the ratification process in Israel." 
Furthermore, in verse 7 the technical words all have vowel assonance: 
g"'ul(l)iih, t•muriih, te'udiih (incidentally, the great Leningrad Masoretic codex, 
B 19·\ which serves as the base text for BHB, has gu'u/ah here, but assonance 
makes that first u suspicious and calls for the decision made by the BH8 

editor to place the shewa there instead-as normal in the book). 
8. So the redeemer said to Boaz, "You buy." The narrative is resumed with 

a succinct recapitulation of verse 6, a clear indication that the explanatory 
parenthesis in verse 7 is an original part of the story. There is a delicious 
touch of irony that the near redeemer is still designated the go'el after having 
resigned his responsibility. His final words return to using the more compre
hensive verb qnh, "to buy," the verb with which the transaction began at 
verse 4 (see the NOTE on 4:5). 

And he drew off his shoe. The LXX and OL have an attractive addition: 
"and gave it to him." If this were in the original text, its loss can be accounted 
for by haplography, the scribe's eye jumping from one syllable lo to the next: 
wayyis/Op na'4 lo<wayyitten lo>(Joiion, Commentaire, and Rudolph). Or this 
longer reading may be an early variant, in a text which was more explicit 
about the way the near redeemer's words and actions conform to the custom 
described in verse 7. The shorter text recommends itself, however, because it 
parallels the brevity of the recapitulation which opens the verse. (Note that 
LXX, but not OL, attests an expanded reading in the first part as well: "Buy 
for yourself my redemption-responsibility.") 

What is the precise form the custom takes here? The answer is by no means 
as obvious as it seems. Did the redeemer take off his own shoe and give it to 
Boaz? This is what a variant in the minor Lucianic witnesses of the LXX states 
explicitly: "and gave it to Boaz." The Vulgate points in the same direction: 
"Therefore the kinsman said to Boaz, 'Take up the shoe!' which he had just 
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loosened from his foot" (so in the critical Benedictine Sacra Biblia [Ruth pub
lished in 1939); compare Douay-Rheims: "So Boaz said to his kinsman: 'Put 
off thy shoe.' And immediately he took it off from his foot."). The Targum is 
just as explicit that Boaz took off the near redeemer's shoe. In all these, there 
seems no question that it is the redeemer's shoe that is being removed. Midrash 
Rabbah to Ruth, however, debates just this point, and decides otherwise: 
"Whose shoe? Rab and Lev disagreed. One said the shoe of Boaz, while the 
other said the shoe of the kinsman. It is more probable that he who says the 
shoe of Boaz is correct, for it is usual for the purchaser to give the pledge" 
(Ruth Rabbah VII. 11). E. A. Speiser, BASOR 77 (February 1940), 15-20, 
adopts without question the position that the shoe was the "price" by which 
Boaz purchased the right to Ruth, meaning obviously that the shoe had been 
Boaz'. 

We have then. a variety of interpretations, all of which are at least theoreti
cally possible, given the terseness of the Hebrew expression. The near redeemer 
could have given his shoe to Boaz. Boaz could have removed the near re-
deemer's shoe, or Boaz could have removed his own shoe and given it to the 
near redeemer. It is even barely conceivable that each man took off a shoe 
and gave it to the other (recall the NOTE on verse 7, "a man ... to his coun
terpart"), implying that in effect they exchange places. Attempts to unravel the 
custom and decide the direction of movement all require some speculation 
(see, among others, E. R. Lacheman, IBL 56 [1937], 53-56; the Speiser article 
mentioned above; G. M. Tucker, Catholic Biblical Quarterly 28 [1966], 42-45; 
T. and D. Thompson, VT 18 [1968), 79-99, esp. 90-93), and none dispels all 
the problems. To compound the difficulty, a passage frequently invoked to 
prove that putting one's shoe on a place means to take possession, namely Ps 
60: 10 with its parallel Ps 108: 10, probably has quite a different meaning-see 
M. Dahood, Psalms II, AB, vol. 17, NOTE on 60:10, "will I plant." In Deut 
25 :9, where a widow faced with a brother-in-law who refuses to do his levirate 
duty is to remove his shoe and spit in his face, the circumstances are suffi
ciently different to make attempts to conform the two practices doubtful. 

All this having been said, the most probable conclusion is that the near re
deemer gave Boaz his shoe, symbolizing the transfer of the right. The variety 
of interpretations in the versions probably arose from attempts to understand 
verse 7 and see its application to verse 8. To my mind, verse 7 is best under
stood as an overly terse way of describing shoe symbolism in two different 
kinds of transaction; in an exchange transaction, the parties exchanged shoes, 
while in the matter of giving up the right of redemption, the one ceding the 
right gave his shoe to the one taking over the right. Until we have more 
clearly pertinent evidence concerning this interesting custom, we cannot go 
farther. Meanwhile we must fault our story-teller for not giving sufficient ex
planation to allow his distant audience---namely us-to see clearly what was 
happening! 

9. to the elders and to all the people. Here, and on the name Mahlon later in 
the verse, the preposition governing a compound object is not repeated-the 
only times in the entire book that this happens (cf. the double employment of 
neged, "in the presence of," in verse 4; see NOTE). Either we must supply l• 
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before the second object here (so Joilon), or let the first l• do double duty; 
the latter course is preferable. 

The fifth NoTE on 4:4 proposed identifications for the two groups, the "sit
ters" and "the elders of my people." Here again we have two designations, the 
elders and all the people. By this time in the portrayal of the legal scene, we 
are probably justified in considering the "people" as those who have gathered 
about the original ten elders and the two litigants; more than mere spectators, 
they are called upon to play a legal role with the elders, as witnesses. 

I hereby buy, As in 4:3, "Naomi ... hereby offers for sale," the perfect 
verb has the formal sense of an action now concluded. See the last NOTE on 4:3. 

Kilyon and Mahlon. In reverse order from that in 1 :2, 51 A few Hebrew 
manuscripts, the Syriac, and part of the LXX tradition place Mahlon first here, 
as in chapter 1. Note that the order of the sons' names in 1 :2 and the wives' 
names in 1 :4 suggests that Ruth was Kilyon's wife, Orpah Mahlon's. In 4: 10 
we will learn for the first time that Ruth is Mahlon's widow. After all, then, it 
is 1 :2 which seems to have the sons' names in the wrong order. Rudolph's in
genious suggestion that the order in 4:9 is due to some juristic principle requir
ing alphabetic order is baseless, and it fails to solve the more interesting prob
lem just mentioned. The story-teller's use of chiasm (see Introduction, p. 14) 
may be the appropriate explanation instead. 

10. And, more important, Ruth the Moabitess, wife of Mahlon, I 'buy' as 
my wife. The Hebrew begins the verse with w•gam, which here clearly has an 
emphasizing force. The progression from verse 9 to verse 10 is from one per
fect tense to another (here of the same verb) through the conjunction w•gam, 
precisely the syntax which C. J. Labuschagne, in the Vriezen celebration vol
ume, eds. W. C. van Unnik and A. S. van der Woude, Studia Biblica et Semitica 
(Wageningen: Veenman, 1966), pp. 193-203, has identified as requiring an em
phasizing force for w•gam. Among his examples given on p. 197, note especially 
Gen 37:7, 38:22, 24 as occurring in stories comparable to Ruth. It is be
cause of the special value of gam here that we should not expect it in 4:5; see 
the NOTE there. 

A further indication of emphasis upon Ruth here lies in the way the verb 
qnh is construed syntactically in verses 9 and 10. In verse 10, Boaz uses the 
emphatic combination qaniti II, as had the near redeemer in 4:6 and 8 (see 
NOTE on 4:6). In 4:9, concerning the property, Boaz uses only qaniti. For 
the connotation of "buy" here in verse 10, sec NOTE on 4:5. 

or from the assembly of his town. "Assembly," here as at 3: 11, is the appro
priate translation of Hebrew la'ar, "gate" (see the second NoTE on 3: 11). 
LXX.8 and a few other Greek manuscripts have "of his people" instead of "of 
his town," doubtless in conformity with 3 : 11, "of my people." The word here 
translated "town" is maqom, not unusual as a term for "town" or "city," as 
such passages as Gen 18:24, 26 (J), and 20: 11, among many others, attest. 
Perhaps we can account for the use of maqom here by its assonance with 
l•hiiqim earlier in the verse, and even with l•qayyem in verse 7. The LXX tra
dition gives a mixed signal, with the major Lucianic witnesses plus a few others 
including Theodoret reading simply "assembly," LXXB and a few others read
ing "the assembly of his people," LXX A and a few others reading "the as-
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sembly of the people," and LXXMN and a few others reading with the MT. 
Compare Syriac: "from his people." If the reason of assonance for maqom ex
plains its presence in one old text, possibly another old text, or more than one 
other, did not have it. 

The connotation of "from the assembly of his town" is more than simply 
membership in the legal body. Consistent with "his inheritance" in the first 
clause of the long purpose expression in this verse, it connotes his legal rights 
as protected by the assembly, of which he would have been a member. 

today. The word underscores the legal nature of the witness--this applies 
now and henceforth. And there is another fine rhetorical effect, for, if the 
audience has listened carefully, they hear an echo of Naomi's "today" at the 
end of 3: 18. 

11. Then all the people who were in the gate and the elders said. Note the 
nice stylistic touch of reversing the order of the two groups from that in 4:9 
(chiasm). The witnessing function would seem to be connected with Boaz' de
cision to proceed with the purchase of the property and the acquisition of 
Ruth (see the COMMENT). The LXX senses that "in the gate" here is to be 
taken as referring to the location, as in 4: 1, rather than to the legal body; the 
Greek is pule again, not fule as in 3:11 and 4:10. The Hebrew, however, per
mits the audience at least to enjoy a bit of a double entendre. 

The LXX tradition unanimously offers an alternate reading on the functions 
of the two groups. It has all the people who were in the gate agree to be wit
nesses, then has the elders pronounce the blessing. The result is an attractive 
balance which has been accepted by a number of commentators (e.g., BH3, 
Ehrlich, lotion, Vincent and Tamisier in the Jerusalem Bible). The Syriac re
verses the two groups and gives each a verb: the elders answer and the people 
say "We are witnesses." Nevertheless, in the Syriac and the OL, usually close 
to the LXX, the two groups act together in pronouncing the blessing that fol
lows. With Rudolph and Gerleman, I retain the MT. In all three places where 
two components of the legal community appear (verses 4, 9, and 11), they act 
in concert. 

(We are) witnesses. I have used parentheses to emphasize that Hebrew legal 
style uses simply the word 'edim, "WitneMes"; cf. Josh 24:22. 

like Rachel and like Leah. The order is interesting. Rudolph is especially 
struck by it and wonders: "Does this happen because she [Rachel] was Jacob's 
favorite wife? Or does the false tradition of a grave of Rachel at Bethlehem al
ready exist (Gen 35: 19)? Or is there an even more refined subtlety here, since 
Rachel experienced a lengthy barrenness at first just as Ruth had in her earlier 
marriage?" One might add to this catalogue the observation that Ruth is sec
ond-named in 1 :4 and was apparently married to the younger of the two sons 
(see the last NoTE on 4:9); the subtle touch of the story-teller may involve re
minding us that it is Ruth, the least in rank of the story's characters, who is 
now to receive the reward of her faithfulness. 

between them. Literally, "the two of them,'" again with the ending we have 
proposed as a feminine dual; see the third NOTE on 1 :8. 

built the house. Compare Deut 25: 9, "who does not build the house of his 
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brother"--one of the rather few verbal correspondences between the levirate 
passage in Deuteronomy and the Ruth story (see the COMMENT). In preexilic 
narrative, compare Gen 16:2 and 30:3 (both J), and such passages where God 
builds e. dynasty as I Sam 2:35; II Sam 7:27; and I Kings 11 :38. 

And may you show fertility in Ephrathah/ And (then) bestow a name in 
Bethlehem. This succinct poetic couplet is the middle element in the three-part 
blessing in verses 11-12 which flows to Ruth to Boaz to his offspring; Boaz is 
central to them all, for the blessing on Ruth is at the same time a blessing 
pertinent to his "house," and offspring would be an extension of his person. 
The blessing has a syntactic unity, starting with a jussive ("may Yahweh make 
••• "), followed by the two imperatives, each with the conjunction w- in this 
couplet, followed by another jussive with the conjunction ("and may your 
house become"). This alone favors the retention of the two imperatives here, 
although the LXX8 with some other Greek witnesses and OL read the first as 
a plural indicative, in continuation of the reference to Rachel and Leab: "the 
two of whom built up the house of Israel and performed power in Ephrathah." 
The L:XXL' group, with other LXX witnesses including the hexaplaric ones, 
have the imperative, and the Syriac also probably attests it. 

The translation proposed here builds upon a cogent study of the verse by 
C. J. Labuschagne in ZAW 79 (1967), 364-67. Without repeating his entire 
argument, let me emphasize these points: 

1) One expects this couplet to be consistent in meaning with the other ele
ments of the blessing which surround it, and therefore to relate to fertility and 
offspring. Labuschagne proposes a meaning "procreative power" for Hebrew 
/;lay! here, a nuance he finds in Job 21 :7-8 and Joel 2:22 (note also the possible 
double meaning in Prov 31 :3; cf. R. B. Y. Scott, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, AB, 
vol. 18, on this verse, where he translates "virility"). Such a meaning runs 
counter to expectations; the idiom 'sh byl, "to do l;iayl," is attested at Num 
24: 18; I Sam 14:48; Pss 60: 14 and 118: 16, all in war contexts calling for "to 
achieve victory, to do valiantly." If we guide ourselves by the other occur
rences of the noun l;iayl in Ruth, at 2: 1 and 3: 11, we get a different connota
tion, of substance and worthiness, and most modem English translations fol
low this lead. If we look to Deut 8:17-18, we have the clear indication that 
"to do l;iayl" can mean "to acquire wealth." It is the very variety of possible 
meanings which suggests that our story-teller has here an opportunity to in
dulge his enjoyment of word-play and expansion of meaning. He has already 
linked two different nuances with his use of l;iayl in 2: 1 and 3: 11 (see the perti
nent NoTEs); here he expands the term in another direction, pertaining to the 
prospects for the outcome of the marriage of "substantial" Boaz and "worthy" 
Ruth. 

2) The poetic couplets in Ruth are usually characterized by synonymous 
parallelism; we expect the second element, then, to relate to, and virtually to 
repeat, the meaning of the first. Labuschagne proposes, therefore, "become a 
name-giver," a picturesque way of saying "beget and see bom a child." How
ever the idiom for naming is qr' Jm l-X, "call a name to (someone)," and the 
idiom without the object of the naming is unattested elsewhere in biblical He
brew, so the proposal is a bit tenuous. But it does have the distinct advantage 
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of keeping the meaning close to that of the entire blessing here: fertility and 
offspring. Furthermore, it obviates some ingenious alternative proposals made 
by commentators. Thus, some would impose a passive meaning and have the 
name be Boaz', e.g. Rudolph's "May your name be celebrated," comparing 
verse 14b. Joilon, Commentaire, pp. 90-91, takes a different tack and emends 
qera' to q•neh, "acquire," noting that the root qnh has been prominent in 
verses 4-10. Both proposals require emendation from a more difficult reading 
to a reading which, if original, should have been protected by the context. 

3) Labuschagne adds another perceptive dimension: Why is a blessing for 
fertility expressed for Boaz? Doubtless because he is rather a senior citizen. 
Like Judah in Genesis 38, to which the rest of the blessing, in verse 12, refers, 
Boaz is a generation older than his bride and there can be some doubt as to 
his ability still to sire children. See the next NoTB. 

12. this girl. As a further reminder of the discrepancy of age between Boaz 
and Ruth, the story-teller has the blessing return to designating her "this 
na'arah," the term used in 2:5 and 6 for her. In chapter 2, it will be recalled, 
na'ar and na'arah, and their plurals, emphasize the generation gap between 
Boaz and his workers. Recall also 3: 10 and the second NOTE there. 

COMMENT 

If the third episode of the Ruth story was private and mysterious, the epi
sode at the city gate is quite the opposite. Here the action takes place at the 
most public spot in town, before elders and a large body of onlookers. Every
thing is open and aboveboard. The interpreter should probably begin from 
that perspective, and hence approach the scene with the expectation that 
things should make sense, in spite of the ocean of ink which has been spilled 
over a number of unanswered questions raised by the scene. By and large, com
mentators have had the good sense to conclude that if the answers are not 
clear the reason lies with our lack of knowledge rather than with the story
teller's carelessness or stupidity. After all, the scene does emerge as a luminous, 
instructive, and indeed quite enjoyable glimpse into what must have been a 
common facet of everyday life in ancient Israel. 

Each new archaeological discovery of a city gate brings greater clarity 
about the physical setting of this section. Among the considerable number of 
city gates of the Israelite period now known, the structures at Gezer and Dan 
are of special interest for our purposes. See the photographs and plan in il
lustrations 5-9 for their particular features. 

The Gezer gate came into being in the Solomonic period, around the middle 
of the tenth century B.C.E., and was built from the same architectural "blue
print" as the ones at Megiddo and Hazor, other cities which Solomon reforti
fied, according to I Kings 9: 15. The gate building proper was a multiple
storied structure with a ground plan having four stone piers topped with brick 
on each side of the central roadway. The recesses between the piers formed 
rectangular chambers about seven by fourteen feet in size. Careful excavation 
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by American teams from the Hebrew Union College Biblical and Archaeological 
School, during the summers of 1967 through 1971, traced low stone bench 
foundations overlaid with plaster around the three walls of each of the six 
bays (see illustration 6). Here people could sit as they carried out commercial 
transactions or conducted judicial proceedings, but the small size of these 
chambers, roofed and enclosed as they were, does not recommend them as the 
site for such an occasion as the hearing in Ruth 4: 1-12. Better would be the 
open plaza just inside the city against the back wall of the gate. The Gezer ex
cavators found benches along the faces of the gate-tower walls, and then along 
walls at right angles to the back of the gate running on into town. See illustra
tion 5, and for a fuller description of the entire gate complex, W. G. Dever, et 
al., BA 34 (1971), 112-20. 

In this open plaza, quite probably, public business of a more complex kind, 
to which spectators would be attracted, could be carried on. It happens that 
the benches around the Gezer plaza went out of use before the end of the 
tenth century-they were repeatedly renewed within the gate chambers, and 
changes in that structure produced larger rooms during the ninth and eighth 
centuries-but the plaza itself persisted throughout the Israelite period. It is 
in such a site as this that the civil hearing in Ruth would have taken place, a 
location with benches where everyone involved could follow out Boaz' ex
plicit instruction: sit down here. 

At Dan, the plan is quite different but the features are similar. See illustra
tions 7, 8, and 9, and for fuller detail, A. Biran, BA 37 ( 1974), 43-50. This 
gate came into being probably under Jeroboam I in the late tenth century, and 
persisted until the mid-ninth century, if not, indeed, until the Assyrian conquest 
in the late eighth century. One approached the outer entrance of the gate from 
the east along the city wall, crossed the twelve-foot-wide threshold of the outer 
entrance, and entered a paved, roughly rectangular plaza about sixty-seven by 
thirty-one feet in size. The main gate entrance opened off this plaza and con
tained three pairs of piers, forming four interior chambers, two on each side 
of the central roadway. Inside the city, the paved road continued for a dis
tance and then made a right-angle tum up into the city's interior. It is the 
plaza which interests us. Against the outer wall of the main gate, a row of 
stone blocks about fifteen feet long served as a low bench. Between this bench 
and the main gate entrance is a remarkable structure which appears to be the 
dais for a ceremonial chair or throne, flanked by four ornamented circular 
stones each containing a socket suggesting that they supported columns hold
ing up a canopy or other style of roofing over the dais. While some have 
thought of a shrine or "high place" as the explanation for this structure (invok
ing II Kings 23: 8 for support), the more likely explanation is that it was a 
ceremonial seat for judgment (see the second NOTE on 3:2). In any event, the 
open plaza in front of the gate at Dan would also be a natural setting for the 
kind of civil proceeding in Ruth 4. 

Allowing ourselves to assume some such setting, we picture Boaz arriving 
from the threshing floor in the early light of day, where he at once encounters 
-hardly by chance, judging from the story's "just then"-the near redeemer. 



156 RUTH § v 
Boaz instructs him to take a seat on one of the benches. Boaz next gathers, as 
they come through the gate, ten of the town's elders, and ceremoniously places 
them in their proper seats. He then addresses the near redeemer as one con
nected, in a way similar to his own connection, to "our brother Elimelek." "Our 
brother" here may designate a near or distant relative, or it may belong to the 
covenant terminology we have suggested (see the second NoTE on 4: 3). 

The opening issue is the redemption of a piece of agricultural land which be
longs to Elimelek and his family; Boaz informs the near redeemer that it 
should be bought, and verse 5 makes it clear that the purchase would be from 
Naomi. The need for purchase of the field comes as news to the near re
deemer, and he is called upon to decide at once, in front of the ten selected 
elders who represent the "civil establishment" of Bethlehem, whether or not 
to take up his opportunity and obligation. He agrees readily. But Boaz, then, in 
the same ceremonial fashion, goes on to point out that with the purchase goes 
another factor, the responsibility to take Ruth, widow of Elimelek's heir, and 
raise through her a son who will then continue the family of Elimelek and be
come his heir. This the redeemer recognizes as imperiling to his own inherit
ance-surely he is already married and has a family of his own-and so he 
formally adopts the way out which has always been available to him, appar
ently without opprobrium, and changes his "yes" to "no." In doing so, he acts 
on the implication of Boaz in verse 4 that he, Boaz, stands ready to take up 
the opportunity and responsibility if the near redeemer refuses. With verse 7 
the story-teller intrudes momentarily to explain what one did in former times 
to formalize such transactions, whereupon verse 8 returns to a summary of the 
near redeemer's decision and a description of the shoe-removal act. 

To insure the legality of the agreement, Boaz turns to the designated elders 
acting as representatives of local civil authority, and to the bystanders, and 
asks for ratification of what he now takes on in the wake of the nearer re
deemer's refusal, that is, to buy the land from Naomi and "buy" the young 
widow so as to establish the continuance of the line. In chorus, the elders and 
bystanders approve, first by acknowledging their role as witnesses, and second 
by pronouncing an elaborate blessing. The blessing dwells first on the woman 
and her potential to give offspring as did Rachel and Leah, then on Boaz and 
his potential for fertility, and finally upon the house which will thereby be 
brought into existence, that it will be as significant as that of Perez, whom 
Tamar bore to Judah. 

The blessing effectively knits together several themes. In mentioning Rachel 
it recalls a person for whom barrenness gave way to motherhood. In recalling 
Tamar and Judah, it brings up another instance where circumstances included 
the application of levirate custom. In calling for a blessing of fertility, it re
minds us that Ruth has been barren and Boaz is getting on in years--with the 
effect of suggesting that the drama is still not quite over. One further obvious 
implication of the blessing is that somehow this offspring is not simply to be 
reckoned to Elimelek and his line but to Boaz' line as well. 

While the flavor of this scene is ceremonial and proper, there is no time 
wasted in it. The verbiage in the speeches is necessary to the formality of the 
occasion, but not excessive. There is not the languid pace of the scene in the 
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field in chapter 2, nor are many words needed to establish suspense as they 
were in the episode at the threshing floor. Boaz moves fast. He arranges things. 
He states the problem. The near redeemer responds with one Hebrew word 
(it takes three in English: "I will redeem"). Even the antiquarian note in verse 
7 is succinct, so much so that we cannot be sure exactly how it applies (see 
the second NOTE on 4:8). But the best indication of rapidity is the "just then" 
in verse 1; in effect, it signals that no time elapses between Boaz' arrival and 
that of the near redeemer. A lot is packed into the eight verses which resolve 
the potentially tangled web of custom. Yet to the dismay of the modem audi
ence, a number of questions are left unanswered. 

• • • • • • 
There are at least seven questions which have been begged in the synopsis of 

the scene just given. Some may never be settled, but they are worth looking at 
nonetheless. Much of what can be said about them is .contained in the NoTEs, 
but a brief treatment of each follows. 

1. Why is the near redeemer not named, but rather designated "so-and-so" 
in verse 1? This episode is straightforward; it is difficult to see what the ano
nymity of one of the protagonists achieves. The NoTE on the subject discards a 
number of proposed conjectures, and toys with the bare possibility that a con
notation of secrecy is somehow involved-an idea suggested by the way some 
of the versions translated his designation. An indication of the perplexity 
caused by this anonymity is the strong Jewish tradition that the nearer re
deemer was named Tob, taking the Hebrew word in 3 : 13 which has been 
translated "well and good," as the subject of the verb instead. All this does, to 
my mind, is to underscore the expectation that we ought to have been pro
vided a name. But the fact that none is used remains a mystery. 

2. Where did the field-plot mentioned in verse 3 come from, and how can 
it be that Naomi held such property? After all, the two women were thrown 
back upon the expedient of gleaning at the beginning of chapter 2, and it 
would seem unnecessary for them to resort to that if there was productive land 
still in the family and available to them. Those commentators are correct who 
insist that all productive land would have been under cultivation and that we 
are not to think of this plot as having been allowed to lie fallow because its 
owner had been absent for over a decade. The best clue to explain these cir
cumstances is provided by a self-contained episode in II Kings 8: 1-6, as a 
number of commentators, beginning with Gunkel, have suggested. The story 
concerns a woman, identified in 8: 1 as the Shunammite whose dead son was 
brought back to life by Elisha (II Kings 4: 8-3 7) , who left her home and her 
land at Elisha's urging because a seven-year famine was imminent. When she 
returned at the end of the famine, she had to appeal to the king for aid in 
getting her home and land back-and her appeal was successful. From this 
brief episode, one clearly gathers that a woman could hold land-even if she 
were not specifically designated a widow-and could get "legal aid" in regaining 
her property, which clearly would have been occupied and used during the 
time of her absence. This does not answer everything about Naomi's possession 
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of a piece of land, but does suggest that she could have held some as a legacy 
from her dead husband, and could have had a right to appeal for it. Further
more, it suggests the manner in which Naomi's land has become alienated; 
when the family left, someone simply moved in on it. 

Combined with this, we need to remember the caution in the COMMENT on 
Section IV; we simply do not know all that we would like about a widow's 
rights of ownership. No stated law pertains. But the basic principles we have 
mentioned make it very likely that a widow would at least have the right of 
disposal (so Hertzberg), if not of inheritance, from her husband. Unless we are 
inclined to accuse the story-teller of a major lapse in his crafting of the story, 
or unless we can find some sign of a major textual disruption, we will have to 
conclude that the civil issues at stake here were not as confusing to the ancient 
audience as they are to us. As in chapter 3, so here: people provided the ex
planation out of their knowledge of common practice, and probably gave it 
barely a second thought. 

One thing remains rather strange, however. When did Naomi tell Boaz about 
the piece of property, which proves so successful as the opening subject in the 
hearing? The tie between the end of chapter 3 and the beginning of chapter 4 
is very much dependent on the rapid march of events, with Ruth off to her 
home to sit it out, the two women waiting to see what will happen "today," 
and Boaz going directly to the gate to start everybody "sitting" on this case. 
The very verb "to sit" signals the close continuity of events. No time here for 
Naomi to have a talk with Boaz! Had she mentioned the land to him earlier? 
Possibly. But it is also possible that Naomi did not even know there was land 
that technically still belonged to Elimelek and could therefore be redeemed. If 
that were the case, Boaz took the matter into his own hands and presumed 
upon Naomi's approval. This is speculative, although H. H. Rowley thought of 
it also, in his "The Marriage of Ruth," p. 175, and others have followed him. 
It has the advantage, however, of underscoring once again the extraordinary 
element in Boaz' behavior, his attention to a pivotal circumstance which may 
not have occurred to anyone else who ought to have been concerned for the 
welfare of these two women. Either the craftiness of the old woman, or the 
ingenuity of the old man-in either case the impulse toward caring is the im
portant factor here. 

3. What has just been said goes some distance toward explaining another 
problem. Why is the near redeemer apparently so ill-informed? Why had he 
not initiated the plan himself, if he was so ready to agree to it when Boaz 
broached it? And why could he not see coming the "master-stroke"-the term 
is Rowley's---which Boaz then introduced, that he must take Ruth with the 
land? The basis for an answer here lies once again with our understanding of 
the nature of law. If it can be maintained that Israelite law was so well known 
and well codified that any substantial citizen would have it all at his finger
tips, then the near redeemer is to be blamed or else Boaz is to be accused of 
fabricating law. But we have tried to establish that this is far from the case in 
Israelite law. To begin with, the near redeemer may very well have had no 
recollection that there was a piece of land still attached to Elimelek's inherit
ance; his readiness to accept the responsibility to redeem argues that le was 
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simply ignorant of it until informed. We cannot tell whether he then figured 
out, on the spur of the moment, that to buy the land would mean that he had 
taken responsibility for Naomi. Quite probably he did, and was willing to take 
that consequence (so Rudolph), because the produce from the land would 
have offset both his payment (and there may not have been one--see below) 
and the cost of caring for the old woman. What seems clear is that he did not 
reckon on having Ruth. And it must be admitted the circumstances requiring 
judgment here have become so complex by the time Ruth is introduced as a 
factor that we can understand the near redeemer's failure to have antici
pated it. Somehow, however, what Boaz asserts about the levirate responsibility 
for Ruth must have been valid; once he broaches it, the near redeemer sees 
the panorama of consequences: a young, probably still fertile woman, whose 
offspring would ultimately inherit the land, and thus be an appreciable drain on 
the man's inheritance. He would have to support two women now, Ruth and 
Naomi, perhaps pay for the field, and accept the likelihood of yet another 
mouth to feed until the child was grown, whereupon the child would take the 
field. Income from the produce of the field could not cover all that, and the near 
redeemer simply could not afford it. 

To Rudolph, this decision on the part of the near redeemer makes him a 
cool and calculating customer. True, there is calculation. But after all, a man's 
responsibility to his own family must be reckoned with. His relationship to 
Elimelek might have been at quite a distance. Better is Wiirthwein's observa
tion that the near redeemer acts the way a normal, solid, responsible citizen 
would act; but "normal" responsibility is not enough here. 

4. What does "buy" really mean when applied to Ruth? The Norn on using 
the verb qnh, "buy," with Ruth in verse 5 has affirmed Weiss' insight that 
mishnaic usage of the verb in marriage contexts helps us understand its impact 
here; it is used for marriage only when there is a related commercial transac
tion involved. It seems clear that there can be no question of literal purchase 
of Ruth in this story. 

There is one other observation about the verb qnh which deserves atten
tion. In studying the impact of the term "redeemer," in the COMMENT on 
Section IV, we noticed that important nuances attach to the way God acts as 
redeemer, nuances however which are consistent with the use of the term in 
the human realm. We also noted that God is said to have redeemed his 
people in the ancient poem in Exodus 15, at verse 13: " ... the people whom 
you have redeemed." At the end of verse 16 of that poem, in closely com
parable syntax, there occurs ''. .. the people whom you have qnh'd." Cross 
and Freedman once persuasively defended the translation "whom you have 
created" for this passage (in Journal of Near Eastern Studies 14 [1955], 237-
50). Their argument was based on Ugaritic mythic language and upon passages 
like Deut 32:6; Gen 4: 1, 14: 19, 22. It is worth considering, however, that 
qnh in Exod 15:16 has a double connotation, both "to create" and "to acquire 
or make one's own," taking the cue from the parallel usage with "redeem" in 
15: 13. This would seem to fit well with Cross's claim that Exodus 15 shows an 
intermingling of mythic and historical assertion (see most recently his Canaan
ite Myth and Hebrew Epic [Harvard University Press, 1973], chapter 6 and 
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passim, and note that Freedman has returned to translating 15: 16 "whom 
you purchased" in A Light unto My Path, eds. Bream et al., pp. 165, 173. 
If God is confessed as both redeemer and one who does whatever qnh means 
in the "declarative praise" section of this ancient triumph song, a human being 
who does these actions in Ruth 4: 1-10 is thereby praiseworthy as well. 

5. Does it mean anything that Ruth is designated "the Moabitess" in 4:5 and 
10? The narration had given her this identification in 1:22, 2:1 and 21, and 
Boaz' foreman had called her "a Moabite girl" in 2:6. At these places, the 
point seemed to be to emphasize that Ruth was a foreigner (recall 2: 10) and 
yet worthy. Here in chapter 4, the gentilic is in Boaz' mouth. 

Jewish tradition pondered the possibility that it was this which turned the 
redeemer away, for fear he would "contaminate his seed"-this because he 
was ignorant of the "new law already enacted, 'Ammonite but not Ammonitess, 
Moabite but not Moabitess'" (Ruth Rabbah VII. 7, 10). What the rabbis 
meant is that the near redeemer did not realize that Deut 23: 3, prohibiting 
Ammonites and Moabites from entering the assembly of Yahweh, was not to be 
taken to apply to women from these lands. 

My own suspicion is that Boaz' use of this gentilic was not designed to tum 
the near redeemer away, nor does it seem pertinent at all to the near re
deemer's decision, so far as the story-teller indicates; perhaps if "Moabitess" 
had been used only at verse 5, the case would be stronger for this rabbinic un
derstanding. In Boaz' last words in the story, at verse 10, there may after all 
be an implication of caring for the unfortunate, the theme we have sensed 
constantly in the story. "Ruth the Moabitess, wife of Mahlon" means Ruth 
is foreigner and widow both, that is, doubly unfortunate. With these words 
from Boaz' lips Ruth gains the security and the due recompense for which Boaz 
had prayed in 2:12. 

6. What is the significance of the shoe? Is it a mark of ownership, or trans
fer of right? Or is it the price of the purchase? And if it is not the price, what 
price if any did Boaz have to pay for his "purchases"? The NoTE on this sub
ject (on verse 7, "a man ... to his counterpart") has indicated the ambigui
ties; it is really not completely clear who takes off whose shoe. The probability 
is that the one ceding the right removed his own shoe and gave it to the one 
taking over the right. But then, of course, the shoe is not a payment. And we 
are left with an unresolved problem. If Boaz paid any price for the property, 
for example to the one who had moved in and taken over, we are not told 
about it. Perhaps we can validly assume, as most do, that Boaz would not 
have had to pay Naomi for the property in addition to supporting her, any 
more than would the near redeemer. Perhaps, on the other hand, we can take 
the ceremonial "I hereby buy" in verse 9 as having been accompanied by the 
payment to whoever held the property-money certainly changes hands in the 
Jeremiah 32 redemption transaction. By this time in the story, the only thing 
we can feel confident about is that whatever was called for was properly done! 

7. Was the son who would come from this union of Ruth and Boaz going 
to be reckoned to Mahlon or to Boaz? Apparently to both. The blessing in 
4: 11-12, if it has been properly understood in our translation, clearly implies 
that the children of Ruth and Boaz will be Boaz' "seed." Another indicator is 
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that the Lucianic family of Greek manuscripts attests a reading "she bore to 
him a son" in 4: 13, showing that one traditional stream emphasized Boaz' 
paternity. On the other hand, the implication of the next section, 4: 14-17, is 
that the child is in a legal and customary sense Naomi's, and related to the 
Elimelek-Mahlon line. Finally, note that the hand which added the genealogy 
in the final section, 4: 18-22, traced the line through Boaz to Obed; we would 
be unwise to conclude that this later hand misunderstood the implications of 
custom in the story. It may be the case, in fact, that levirate marriage always 
resulted in a sort of dual paternity. Something of the same conclusion is to be 
drawn from Genesis 38, where the twins born to Tamar are implicitly to be 
reckoned to her first husband Er, but in all the Judah genealogies, from Gen 
46:12 to Matt 1:3, Perez and Zerah are reckoned to Judah. 

* * * * * * 
With the blessing of all the assembly, Boaz is ushered from the stage. The 

audience, ancient and modem, finds their voice in the voice of the chorus: A 
praiseworthy man indeed is Boaz. The structure of the whole Ruth story 
leads us to see that Boaz' excellence is especially indicated here, in the same 
way Ruth's was in chapter 1, by setting him over against a person who went 
a long way down the road of responsibility but could not go far enough. Mr. 
So-and-so and Orpah-normal, "law-abiding," relatively responsible-em
phasize the extraordinary qualities of Boaz and Ruth. 



VI. "A SON IS BORN TO NAOMI!" 
(4: 1 3-17) 

4 13 And so, Boaz took Ruth "and she became his wife, and he 
had intercourse with her" and Yahweh made her conceive and she 
boreb a son. 

14 Then the women said to Naomi, "Blessed be Yahweh who 
this day has not let there cease to be a redeemer for you; therefore 
may his name be celebrated in Israel. 15 For he will become your 
life-restorer, and one to sustain °your old age•; for your" daugh
ter-in-law, who loves you, has borne him, and she means more to 
you than seven sons!" 16 Then Naomi took the lad •and held him 
to her bosom•, and she became his nurse. 17 And the neighbor
hood women 'rejoiced over him': "A son is born to Naomi!" They 
gave him the name Obed; he was the father of Jesse, father of David. 

a-a LXXB and one other maverick Greek witness (~=509) omit these two 
clauses, whether out of a sense of decency (Rudolph) or not is hard to say. The major 
Lucianic witnesses read "And Boaz took Ruth to himseH as wife," etc. 

b LXXL' and the Syro-Hexapla with asterisk (one of six places where it marks an 
addition from the Lucianic tradition; cf. 1:16, 21, 2:2, 4:1, 4) adds "to him." See 
the CoMMl!NT on Section V . 

....., Syriac and Armenian read "your city" instead of "your old age," obviously be
cause Greek polian was read polin. 

ti LXXB alone omits "your." 
....,, LXXB inexplicably omits the pronoun object; the rest of the I.XX tradition and 

all the other versions attest it, except that the Syriac lacks the entire clause. 
1-1 The Syriac does not have the clause about rejoicing; it reads only, "And the 

neighborhood women said: 'A son ..• .'" 

NOT BS 

4: 13. took ... became , . , had intercourse , .. made conceive ... bore. 
The succinctness accords effectively with the rapid progression of verbs in nar
rative sequence; the translation retains the monotony of the Hebrew syntax to 
reflect this pace. Cf. II Sam 11 :26b-27, where a similarly structured sentence 
rapidly concludes a story which has been moving at a languid pace. 
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and he had intercourse with her. The idiom, literally, "he went in to her," is 
a concise way of saying both that he entered her chamber and that he had 
sexual intercourse with her (cf. Gen 16:2, 30:3, etc.). Sometimes, as in II Sam 
12:24 and Gen 39:14, the idiom is spelled out: "and lay with her," "to lie with 
me." 

14. may his name be celebrated in Israel. Whose name-Yahweh's or this 
new redeemer's? Can wayyiqqiire' S"m0, literally, "and his name be called," 
properly connote celebration, especially in the midst of the series running 
from 4: 11 through 14 to 17? And what is meant by "Israel"? 

To start from the end, for the Ruth story "Israel" is ideal, the covenanted, 
socio-religious community. It is that of which Yahweh is the God (2: 12); its 
early customs need explaining ( 4:7); it is the confederation of the offspring of 
Rachel and Leah ( 4: 11 ) . This fact alone would suggest that this sentence means 
"May (Yahweh's) name be celebrated in Israel." In any event, the scope 
here has been greatly broadened, beyond local realities like Bethlehem and 
Ephrathah in 4: 11, or political units like Judah and ISrael as the southern and 
northern kingdoms. 

As for the theme of celebration here, the combination of qr', "call," and 
sm, "name," does not usually signify celebration, but in at least one instance it 
is inescapable: "I will enthusiastically celebrate the name of Yahweh; 0 ascribe 
majesty to our God!" (Deut 32:3). Here the verb is active, and the same nuance 
is probably present in the active participial constructions in Ps 99: 6. J er 44: 26 
employs the passive in a way similar to Ruth 4: 14. Further, the combination 
"call upon the name of Yahweh," using the preposition b• before "name," may 
well bear the sense of celebrating or praising in such passages as Gen 4: 26, 
12:8; Exod 33:19, and 34:15-the last two in instances of divine self-praise. 
All of these passages are usually taken to mean that God is being invoked, but 
it should be realized that invoking and praising or celebrating are much closer 
in meaning in biblical thought than their English meanings might suggest. 
Note in this connection Jer 10:25 (=Ps 79:6), where "to call on the name of 
Yahweh" is parallel to "to know" him, to acknowledge his sovereignty. 

All of this supports further the temptation to understand Yahweh as the 
antecedent of "his," since the nuance of celebration and praise for qr' ( b) sm 
is confined to passages about God. But the problem of the antecedent of "his" 
is very complex. Verse 15 will start off with the new-born son as the subject 
of the verbs, without any indication of a change of subject from what precedes. 
The LXX ("may he call your name in Israel") and the OL have "your name" 
-Naomi's. The Vulgate's rather free translation indicates that its eius refers 
back to a presumed "your family"-hence, "its name." Joiion has tried to 
make a case (Commentaire, p. 93) from 4:5 and 10 that the antecedent is 
"the dead one," Elimelek, but this proposal is hardly compelling, especially if 
the nuance of celebration be accepted. Finally, if the "name" in 4: 11 be taken 
to be that of Boaz (see the last NOTE there), Boaz could be the antecedent 
here. 

When all possibilities have been examined, the choice must be between the 
new-born and Yahweh. In either case, the idiom involving the verb qr' and 
the noun sm has a different meaning from what it had in 4: 11-and once 
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again our story-teller indulges his enjoyment of meaning expansion. In view of 
the fl.ow into verse 15, the new-born is the more likely antecedent of "his 
name," but the alternative of Yahweh as antecedent should not be dismissed 
(the ambiguity is not at all unlike another one in Ruth, at 2:20--see the first 
NOTE there). 

15. your life-restorer. Or possibly, "for you a restorer of your life." The 
text has no suffix "your" on the word "life," but the parallel expression in the 
next clause, "your old age," does have it. The "your" on "old age" can be 
construed as doing double duty-a common feature in Hebrew poetry (so a 
suggestion from correspondence with F. I. Andersen). The Hebrew reads 
literally, "one who causes life (nepe§) to return"; compare most closely Ps 19:9 
[Hebrew, 8], along with Prov 25:13; Lam 1:11, 16, 19, and using a different 
verb conjugation, the familiar Ps 23: 3. 

Most noteworthy here is that the story-teller picks up the dominant key 
word of the first chapter, swh, "to return," especially as it was used in 1:21: 
"empty Yahweh has brought me back" (or, "caused me to return"). The signal 
i~ given: Naomi's complaint, dormant since 1 :20-21, is here resolved. See the 
COMMENT. 

one to sustain. The syntax of the two broadly parallel clauses, "life-restorer" 
and "one to sustain," is unusual: a participle for "life-restorer" followed by 
an infinitive "to sustain"; Rudolph finds only one good comparable instance, 
in Jer 44: 19: "So we will go right on sacrificing [participle] to the queen of 
heaven, and pour out [infinitive] to her libations." 

means more to you than seven sons. The adjective construction rendered 
here "means more" involves the Hebrew word fob, a term too pregnant in 
meaning to permit us to use simply "good, better." The function of forms of 
tb/y(b as key words in Ruth is not as obvious as is the case for other key 
words, but it almost certainly acts as one of these linking terms. Consider the 
spread: 2:22 (where it is good that Ruth go out with Boaz' feminine work 
corps); 3: 1 (where the "rest" Naomi seeks for Ruth is in order that things go 
well for her); 3:7 (Boaz' heart is to be good, receptive); 3:10 (Ruth's act of 
loyal self-giving-besed-is even better than the act of returning at her 
mother-in-law's side); 3: 13 (if the near redeemer will do his duty, that will be a 
satisfactory outcome of the matter). The story-teller, as he nears the end of 
his story, gathers something of all of these in his final use of the term, em
phasizing not only Ruth's quality of person but also her prime importance to 
Naomi's well-being (see the COMMENT). 

For the entire phrase, compare El.k.anah's comforting words to Hannah in 
I Sam 1 : 8 : "Do I not mean more to you than ten sons?" Seven and ten are 
both ideal numbers of sons to have-see I Sam 2:5 and recall Job's family in 
Job 1 :2 and 42: 13; Elkanah's "ten" is probably no more exalted than the 
"seven" the women use here. 

16. the lad. The close of the most poignant and lovely inclusio used by the 
story-teller, a framing device reaching from 1 :5, where Naomi is bereft of her 
two lads, to this new lad, son of Ruth. 

held him to her bosom, and she became his nurse. Obviously, this has noth
ing to do with wet-nursing. The Hebrew word beq is a part of both male and 



4:13-17 "A SON IS BORN TO NAOMI!" 165 

female anatomy--see II Sam 12:3 in the parable of the poor man and his 
beloved ewe-lamb, and the warm portrayal of God's shepherding his lambs 
in Isa 40:11. The l:zeq is the location of tender, or possibly angry, feelings, 
as well as the place for comforting the weak, the unprotected, or the beloved. 
As for the term "nurse," it is a feminine participle whose masculine counter
part also occurs, as in Mordecai's relation to Esther, or to describe the care
takers of Ahab's sons in II Kings 10: 1 and 5. It means guardian rather than 
wet-nurse. 

The question remains whether this action is symbolic only of an affectionate 
grandmother's care for her new and only grandson or is indicative of a spe
cific, customary act of adoption. Comparable adoption custom can be found 
only from far distant quarters from which cross-cultural influence can hardly 
have come. Nevertheless, commentators since Bertholet (1898) and Kohler 
(especially in ZAW 29 [1909), 312-14) have seen indications of such a cus
tom here, confirmed in the words of the women in the following verse: "A son 
is born to Naomi!" To Gerleman, among recent commentators, the symbolic 
act becomes the capstone to a process of "judaizing" this child; he now is given 
a full Judaic adoptive mother. De Vaux (Ancient Israel, p. 51) is more cautious 
when discussing a series of customs including the one of bearing a child on 
another's knees (Gen 30:3, cf. 16:2, 48:5, 12, 50:23) and the presumed 
one here in Ruth: ''The legal consequences of such an adoption [all of them 
within the family line] are therefore not far-reaching." But perhaps this is just 
the problem. 

Legal matters have been scrupulously dealt with throughout the story. If 
adoption is being introduced here, what has happened to the dictates of levirate 
custom, whereby if anything the child should have been designated Mahlon's 
son (or Elimelek's)'l Of course we may lack some necessary information about 
the custom which might make it clear that "A son is born to Naomi" is a way 
of affirming the completion of the levirate requirement. However, in the pres
ent state of knowledge, I seriously doubt (as do Rudolph and many others) 
that there is any technical or even symbolic act of adoption involved. We 
have a grandmother delighted in her grandchild, so much so that the women 
in verse 1 7 jocularly participate in her delight; and all of this is arched over 
by the fact that here is the long-awaited male heir, who will in the course of 
time fulfill the responsibility of caring for his mother and grandmother alike. 

17. And the neighborhood women rejoiced over him. The story-teller has 
worked in verses 11 and 14 with interesting nuances of meaning for the com
bination of the verb qr', "to call," and the noun sm, "name"-see the perti
nent NOTES on those verses. If the text of verse 17 is in anything like good or
der as we have it preserved, his two additional uses of the same combination 
ought to relate back to those earlier verses. In l 7a, we have literally: "And the 
(feminine) neighbors called to him a name," and in the latter part of the verse 
occurs "They cal.led his name Obed." The second of these conforms to good 
and common Hebrew grammatical structure and ought to cause no problem. 
But then what is this first clause all about? If it is a matter of name-bestow
ing, we expect, "The neighborhood women called him X." The text then goes 
on to provide us with what sounds for all the world like the explanation of a 
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name: "A son is born to Naomi." Little wonder that many commentators 
have assumed that a proper name such as Ben-no'am should appear instead 
of the word lm in our clause: "And the neighborhood women called him Ben
no'am, saying 'A son (bi!n) is born to Naomi.'" Punning of this sort to ex
plain names is, of course, a frequent feature of the narratives in Genesis-a 
glance at Gen 29:31-30:24 provides one series, enough to see the pattern. 

Of course there are problems. The fact is that the word lm is there and no 
proper name is preserved; indeed the easiest thing to do might be to read 
"they called him Shem," but then there would be no congruity between the 
name and the explanation. In addition, there would be two names provided in 
this verse, and we would probably want to follow the usual expedient of 
claiming that the second name-bestowal, which introduces Obed, is a later in
sertion; it displaced the original name, whatever it may have been, with the 
name needed to get the link to David into the picture, and that displacement 
explains the grammatical peculiarity at the beginning of the verse. 

However, we have another instance here of having to try to explain a more 
difficult reading: How did the word lm instead of a proper name get into the 
first clause? If at a later stage of the transmission of the story there was a rea
son for getting the name Obed prominently into the picture, common sense 
seems to dictate that a better job of splicing would have been done. Mean
while, we have noticed how much the story-teller seems to be making of this 
verbal combination of qr' Jm, "call a name.'' If our reading in 4: 14 is correct, 
that the wish is that the new-born sons's name be celebrated in Israel, then by 
far the simplest meaning for the beginning of verse 17 is that the celebrating 
has begun. The neighborhood women, who like a Greek chorus have been the 
backdrop of both Naomi's struggle in 1: 19-21 and the resolution of that 
struggle here in 4: 14-17, have first proposed that Israel celebrate (verse 14) 
and now get right at doing so. 

This understanding of the first clause is, to a degree, ad hoc. It can be sup
ported grammatically only by invoking the same passages for comparison as 
were used to establish "celebrate" as the meaning for qr' lm in verse 14; see 
the Norn there. The main reason for insisting on it is the consistency it offers 
with the story-teller's delightful style. Here it is especially striking: in 4: 11 and 
4: 17b, the combination has to do with actually naming a baby; in between, at 
4: 14 and 4: 17a, the combination has to do with celebrating this baby. The two 
acts are linked, of course, and the story-teller artistically uses the various nu
ances of common words to underscore the linkage. 

The Latin versions appear to have sensed the same meaning here as our 
rendering proposes. Toward the end of chapter 4 the OL manuscript tradition 
had apparently suffered damage, and a later hand repaired the damage largely 
by substituting the Vulgate's reading. The Vulgate has "and the neighboring 
women were offering congratulations ( congratulantis) . " The OL is identical 
except for attesting conguadentes, "were rejoicing together.'' Here is at least 
one indication, but what indeed may amount to two independent indications, 
running on the same track. Compare also Ehrlich's rendering: "The neighbor
women spoke of him then in their fashion-'A son is born to Naomi.'" 

A son is born to Naomi. With these words, the women confirm the point 
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that the child, celebrated as Ruth's in verse 15, is equally Naomi's (and hence 
Elimelek's). The verb is a Qal internal passive, as are the other apparent Pual 
forms of the verb yld in the OT. See the treatment by F. I. Andersen in 
Near Eastern Studies in Honor of William Foxwell Albright, ed. H. Goedicke, 
(Johns Hopkins University Press, 1971), pp. 8-12, especially the specific 
note on the unique word order and unique occurrence of a feminine "ref
erential" at the bottom of page 12. 

They gave him the name Obed. It is tempting to emend the verb to a sin
gular, either masculine or feminine, making Boaz, Naomi, or Ruth do the 
naming; that is the standard procedure in name bestowals in OT narrative. A 
small group of LXX minuscules actually attests a singular verb. Note, how
ever, Luke 1:59, where Elizabeth's neighbors and kin appear to be involved 
with the proposal to name her child Zechariah, after his father, only to be de
terred first by Elizabeth and then by Zechariah himself. The question is of no 
great consequence, but given the role of the neighborhood women throughout 
4:4-17 there is no compelling reason to abandon the reading in the MT. 

COMMENT 

One staccato sentence, five crisp clauses, and the story resolves the events of 
2: 1-4: 12 in the single verse 4: 13. Ruth has a husband, Yahweh gives her 
conception at once-in striking contrast to those ten barren years in Moab-
and the child is a son. No time is wasted here. We must move on to settling 
the one remaining problem in the Ruth story, Naomi's complaint at the end 
of the first chapter. 

At the end of the threshing :floor scene, Boaz had provided a supply of bar
ley which tangibly relieved the emptiness Naomi lamented in her bitter words 
of 1 :20-21. The relief is only partial, however; Naomi had lodged her com
plaint in legal terms, that Yahweh had brought accusation against her and 
pronounced sentence inexplicably and unjustly. Complaint in the Bible regu
larly amounts to bringing a formal case against God. It calls his fairness and 
faithfulness into question. And, in many instances, the sequel to the complaint 
fails to exonerate God, fails to explain the apparent injustice. In an earlier re
mark, I mentioned Jonah, Jeremiah, and Job as comparable to Naomi; we can 
add others, including Elijah and, in the synoptic gospel portrayals, Jesus on the 
cross. In the case of all of these, the complaint is not answered with a satis
factory explanation of God's ways; rather the matter is transferred into the fu
ture and what resolution there is comes in terms of renewed vocations for the 
persons involved. The only assurance is that the faithful God is, in spite of all 
appearances, still about his business, and his people should be about theirs. 
Elijah complains (I Kings 19:1-14) and gets a new set of tasks (19:15-18); 
Jeremiah complains (Jer 15:10-18, among several instances in Jeremiah 10-
20) and is called anew ( 15: 19-21); Job complains, indeed hammers upon the 
closed door of Yahweh's (Shadday's!) courtroom, and gets no satisfying re
sponse, but only the assurance that God is still in charge of the cosmos and an 
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unexpected vocation-to pray for his unhelpful comforters (Job 42:8; notice 
42: 10). The same can be said of Jesus' outcry from the cross framed in the 
words of Ps 22 (Matt 27:45-54; Mark 15:33-39; Luke 23:44-48), espe
cially when one keeps in mind the way in which the gospel writers each think 
of Jesus' death as ''vocational." 

I submit that both in terms of genre (complaint-and-resolution) and in terms 
of theological meaning, the motif of Naomi's complaint and of her taking the 
new-born lad to her bosom belongs with these others. If that be so, verse 16 
contains not a symbol of adoption (see the second NOTE) but the acceptance 
of a new role. The cause of the disasters in Moab remains unexplained; in 
effect, Naomi was justified in her complaint. She is answered only with a new 
vocation, nurse to the child who assures her future well-being, and with a new 
condition of blessedness. These she accepts, together with the assurance of 
God's faithfulness made visible in all that has been happening in Bethlehem 
since he had seen to the needs of his people and set the return journey in 
motion. 

The mood of the vignette which brings the Ruth story to a close is one of 
joy and happiness. All the words belong to the women, the same chorus which 
had met Naomi upon her return to Bethlehem from Moab; then they could 
only hear Naomi out, but here, under new circumstances, they bless. The 
story-teller conveys the new circumstances first with a single word, "re
deemer," applied to the child. There should be no surprise at this. The child is 
the one now responsible for the well-being of the two widows; be is the one 
to whom the Blimelek-Mahlon inheritance will go. In every appropriate 
sense of the word, "redeemer" now properly describes him. He will be the 
sustainer of Naomi's old age and the one to "cause her life to return." It is no 
coincidence that the story-teller here uses, in its causative form, the verb "re
turn" which dominated the scene along the road back from Moab in 1 : 6--22; 
note that the only other causative of sub is in Naomi's complaint in 1 :21. Nor 
is it unintentional that the child is designated the "lad," the one to replace the 
"lads" whom Naomi had lost in Moab (1:5). 

There is a special deftness to the way the story-teller handles Ruth in the 
two vignettes focusing on Naomi's complaint, bracketing as they do the three 
central episodes in which Ruth is prominent. In 1:19b-22 and 4:14-17a, 
Ruth is all but eclipsed. In the CoMMENT on the earlier passage, we noted a 
certain irony to Naomi's self-centered outcry, while Ruth, the ultimate answer 
to her predicament, stands virtually unnoticed beside her. Here in the concluding 
scene once more the focus is on Naomi, the person whose "trial" really 
bolds the whole story together. But in the midst of the blessing and the merry
making, the chorus of neighbor women includes the story's ultimate evaluation 
of Ruth-the one who loves Naomi, the one who means more to her than 
seven sons. What more appropriate way to praise Ruth than to say she is 
worth seven times what the story has made such an absorbing concern-a 
son! And perhaps we can say that to make Ruth the subject of the sole use of 
the verb "to love," in a story where words mean so much, belongs also to the 
ultimate in approbation. 

The concluding vignette presents us as well with the final word about Yah-
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weh's trustworthiness. Ostensibly the "enemy" in the dire circumstances in 
Moab which begin the story-so Naomi implies in her accusation in 1 :20--21 
-Yahweh saw to his people's needs in 1: 6, has been kept before us in a series 
of greetings, prayers and blessings throughout the scenes in Bethlehem, and 
has been at work from the shadows in the various "chance" encounters of the 
key figures (notably at 2:3 and 4: 1). Now in verses 13 and 14, first the nar
rator himself and then the chorus make him directly responsible for the fact 
that Naomi, and with her Ruth, have their needed redeemer. Valorous people 
and praiseworthy God-their living is thoroughly intertwined. 

If this story has been about such people and such a God, and if the story
teller's primary aim has been to recommend such living, what can we say 
about the final words of verse 17: " ... Obed; he was the father of Jesse, fa
ther of David"? They take us by surprise. The first NoTE on verse 17 has indi
cated that the Hebrew syntax here is unusual, leading one to expect a name 
more pertinent to the context, but it has offered an alternative which makes 
this not necessarily conclusive. The question seems to come down to. this: Did 
someone take a carefully composed story, magnificent in its inherent quality, 
and adapt it to fit the great-grandparents of King David? Quite possibly. On 
the other hand, could a story-teller, aware of the historical fact that David's 
great-grandmother was a Moabitess, have prepared such a story with the full 
intent of establishing the quality of the persons and then of concluding his 
story with the dramatic news that these persons were David's direct ancestors? 
Indeed he could! 

I doubt if we can settle the question. Many a commentator has observed 
that no tradition could provide David with a Moabitess great-grandmother if 
he didn't really have one-and in this they are surely correct. Our story-teller 
did not invent this. He has shown himself so talented that to conclude he 
could also use that prize of the story-teller's act, the trick ending, is not far
fetched. But he has displayed a panorama of techniques for intertwining the 
episodes and motifs of his story. Would he not have given us some advance 
hint of the final trick he was going to play? Or at least would he not have used 
a word in the final clause which linked it back to something in the story? 
These are questions to continue pondering. 

For myself, I can only invoke the fine inclusio, which was suggested in the 
COMMENT on Section I, extending from the words "in the days when the 
judges judged" to the word "David" here_ The balance of probability lies with 
the decision that the story-teller's composition included 4: 17b. This son, so 
much needed in order that caring responsibility be extended to two widows for 
the rest of their days, this son of a Moabite woman and a worthy man of 
Bethlehem who lived as persons are meant to live, this son who so easily 
might not have been, this son was David's ancestor. 



VII. A GENEALOGICAL APPENDIX 
(4:18-22) 

4 18 Now this is the line of Perez: Perez begot Hezron; 19 and 
Hezron begot Ram; and Ram begot Amminadab; 20 and Am
minadab begot Nahshon; and Nahshon begot Salma; 21 and Salma 
begot Boaz; and Boaz begot Obed; 22 and Obed begot Jesse; and 
Jesse begot Davida. 

a LXXA plus one other LXX witness, along with the Syriac, the Armenian, and 
Matt 1 :6, add "the king"; the OL adds "the king; and David begot Solomon." 

NOTES 

4: 18. Now this is the line. Literally, "and these are the 'generations'. 
This idiom, usually, as here, complete with the opening w•-, here translated 
"now," is characteristic of the P genealogies in Genesis and at Num 3: 1. Since 
the question of relationship of these final five verses of Ruth to the genealogical 
material in I Chronicles 2 is important, it is noteworthy that the Chronicler ap
pears to have preferred another, though related, idiom, exemplified at I Chron 
1 :29. See the COMMENT. 

H ezron. Hebrew l;l e~ron is transmitted in most of the LXX tradition, the 
OL, and the Vulgate, with a final -m rather than -n, and appears as Hesrom 
in the two New Testament genealogies of Jesus (Matt 1:3; Luke 3:33). Only 
LXX8 and a couple of minuscules (one of them Lucianic), along with the 
Syriac, attest the final -n. Names with -iinl-on endings are fairly common in 
Hebrew (see one group of assumed diminutives listed by Noth, Personenna
men, p. 38), while those with -iiml-om are rarer. Strikingly, two pairs are at
tested which suggest that the endings were virtually interchangeable: Gershom 
and Gershon, Zeytan and Zeytam. Once more we may have evidence here of 
divergent texts of the Ruth book; in any event, Hesrom is not to be considered 
an "error." 

Hezron is the name of a son of Reuben in Gen 36:9; Exod 6:14; Num 26:6; 
and I Chron 5:3. Our Hezron, son of Perez, appears in Gen 46:12; Num 
26:21; and I Chron 2:5, 9, 18, 21, 24, 25. In I Chron 4:1, an alternate tradi
tion of Judahite genealogy may betray a mixture of the two Hezrons; Carmi 
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appears as a brother of Hezron and both as sons of Judah here, while they are 
brothers and sons of Reuben in Gen 46:9. 

19. Ram. The transmission of this name shows an even greater complexity 
than with Hezron. The Hebrew of I Chron 2:9 agrees with that of Ruth, but 
the versions go in a variety of directions. Thus LXXB and the majority of LXX 
manuscripts at I Chron 2:9 have Irameel, Ram, Chabel, and Aram in that 
order. Two LXX minuscules read Aram in place of Ram but then do not 
repeat it at the end; a few other witnesses keep all four names but read Aran as 
the final one. As if this were not enough indication of trouble in the transmission 
of the tradition behind the LXX, LXXB then begins 2: 10 not with Ram but 
with Arran, the same name it has at Ruth 4: 19 for Ram and at I Chron 2:23 
for Hebrew Aram. In I Chron 2: 10, the witnesses mentioned above which read 
Aran persist with it, but all the rest of the LXX witnesses go ahead with 
Aram, the same spelling with which they ended verse 9. It appears clear from 
this that in Chronicles the Greek tradition is settling on Aram to the exclusion 
of Ram; nevertheless, LXXB with support from the Syriac indicates that a 
spelling Ram was tenacious in the tradition. 

In Ruth, the versions are unanimous in failing to support Ram. Unanimously 
they attest a beginning aleph plus a-vowel, but they differ on the spelling of the 
rest of the name: LXX:8 A have Arran, the OL has Aran, the Vulgate and 
Syriac (along with most of the rest of the LXX tradition and Matt 1: 3-4) 
have Aram, and Luke 3:33 apparently had Arni. The Lucan genealogy shows 
a whole variety of conflations and mixed orthographies in the various manu
scripts, and here contains an additional name Admin between Amminadab and 
whatever reflects Ram/ Aram/ Aran. 

This rehearsal may seem bewildering, but it probably reflects attempts to 
deal with a firmly fixed tradition of a name "Ram" in the Judah genealogy. 
The Hebrew of Ruth 4:19 and I Chron 2:9-10, and strikingly the LXX of 
I Chron 2:9 alone, are the only indicators that this is so. At I Chron 2:25, he 
or another Ram appears as son of Yerahmeel, Hezron's first-born; perhaps it is 
to this tradition that we must trace Luke's attestation of another step in the 
genealogy. As for other Judah genealogies in the OT, none reaches down, or 
back, to a figure named Ram. If any one factor strongly supports an in
terdependence of the Ruth and I Chronicles 2 genealogies, this single name 
is that factor. 

Amminadab. One of several Arnminadabs (cf. I Chron 6:7, 15: 10-11 ), this is 
apparently Aaron's father-in-law, who appears in Exod 6:23; Num 1:7, 2:3, 
7: 12, 17, and 10: 14, as father of N ahshon. Among the names in our 
genealogy, this one alone takes the form of an expression of the patriarchal 
style of personal religious relationship: "my (divine) Kinsman is generous/ 
noble"; compare Abinadab and Ahinadab, both attested from the time of David 
and Solomon. 

20. Salma. The MT poses the problem of this name as baldly as it can be 
posed, and in such a way as to recall how LXX8 poses the problem on Ram in 
I Chron 2: 10 (see the first NoTE on 4: 19). At the beginning of Ruth 4:21, the 
Hebrew spelling is .falmon, while here it is Jalmiih. In the Hebrew of I Chron 
2: 10 and 11, the spelling is Salm.ii'. Once more, the versions show great variety. 
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In Ruth, the Vulgate has Salma, LXX8 has Salman while the rest of the LXX 
attests Salmon (in Chronicles the situation is very nearly the reverse), the OL 
has salam, the Syriac has :fl', probably conformed to the name of Judah's 
third son (see Gen 38:5ff., etc.), and a dependable grouping of early New 
Testament manuscripts attests Sala at Luke 3: 32. 

To compound the difficulty, there is no obvious root Jlm in Semitic from 
which to derive the name. The usual guess is that it is related to a word for 
"garment," falmah, which is itself an oddity, apparently a variant of the more 
usual Jimlah (Ruth 3:3), arising through accidental exchange of the second and 
third consonants (metathesis). Most commentators accept the evidence from 
the Hebrew text of I Chron 2:10-11 and the Vulgate, presumably combined 
with the recognition that the -On at the ends of the names Nahshon and Hezron 
in our list could have inftuenced the rise of Salmon, and decide that Salma is 
original here. The persistence of both falmah and Jalmon in the Hebrew of 
Ruth suggests to me instead that variant names were firmly entrenched in the 
traditions of the Ruth story circulating in the centuries immediately before the 
Common Era. I suspect we could just as correctly call Salmon "original" in 
both verse 20 and verse 21. See the COMMENT. 

COMMENT 

There is all but universal agreement that verses 18-22 form a genealogical 
appendix to the Ruth story and are not an original part of it. The goal of the 
story has been reached in verse 17, and it seems most unlikely that the story
teller would backtrack to trace a line from Perez and Judah, whom he had 
mentioned in 4: 12, to Boaz and his offspring. Furthermore, the style of the 
genealogy is distinctly that of the P tradition in Genesis, as the NOTE on the 
first two words of verse 18 has indicated. These tol•dot, "generational," units 
in Genesis play various roles in the overall redaction of that book. Perhaps 
most like our Ruth example is the relationship between the P list in Gen 5: 1-28, 
30 and the J story in Genesis 4, since the former in some sense recapitulates the 
chronological material of the latter. But there is really no place in Genesis 
where a P genealogy acts as a colophon to a story. Note that the expression 
"This is the line of . • • " is a colophon of sorts at Gen 2: 4a and 3 7 : 2a, but in 
neither case does a genealogy follow, and in both cases one could translate 
with "history, story." Speiser, in Genesis, AB, vol. 1, NoTE on 2:4 and 
COMMENT on Section 48, offers perceptive remarks on this question. The 
point is that the addition of a genealogical appendix to Ruth is unique; we are 
therefore hard put to assess its precise significance. 

Several things can be said, however. First, it is by no means clear that the 
appendix clashes with the impact of the story. In the COMMENT on Section V, 
we have seen that custom may well have reckoned a son born of a levirate-style 
marriage to both his "legal" father and his actual father. Thus, Joilon has over
simplified the matter when he contrasts the appendix and the story as radically 
as he does in his Commentaire, p. 96, and so has Rudolph (pp. 71-72). It 
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should become a standing rule in considering the redaction of two originally 
unrelated elements, such as the Ruth story and the Ruth appendix, that we 
give the redactor credit for some sensitivity to the impact his work will have. 

There is a connection between this matter of consistency and another ques
tion, namely the source of the appendix in the traditions of Israel. The close 
correspondence between Ruth 4: 18-22 and I Chron 2:5, 9-15 has suggested a 
dependency running one way or the other. Which way? Most commentators 
are confident that the Ruth genealogy is an extract from the Chronicles one. 
There are, however, important divergences, among them the possible tradition 
of a Salmon instead of Salrna in Ruth, and the difference in the spelling of 
Salma (salmiih in Ruth 4:20, salmii' in I Chron 2:11). It also appears that the 
Ruth genealogy was fixed in a form characteristic of the P tradition (with its 
phraseology: "These are the generations of ... "), while Chronicles uses 
"These are their generations ... " or "These are the sons of .. ," I prefer, 
therefore, the conclusion Myers reaches in I Chronicks, AB, vol. 12, CoMMl!NT 
on Section II, that "both lists may go back to an original temple source." We 
are certainly not compelled to conclude that the later hand which added the 
Ruth appendix only did so after the era of the Chronicler (around 400 B.c.E.). 

One thing seems inescapable, however: the list is schematic and incomplete. 
Exod 6:3 makes it very likely that Nahshon, son of Amminadab, was of the 
same generation as Moses and Aaron. This would require the five generations 
from Salrna to David to cover at least 250 years (about 1300 to 1030 B.c.E.). 
Even with a couple of long generations, for Boaz because he was getting on in 
years when Obed was born according to our story, and for Jesse because 
David was his seventh son, this is far too long. As with many of our genealogi
cal sources in the Bible, losses in the transmission of tradition have had their 
effect; the Lukan genealogy (Luke 3:32-34) suggests a fuller alternative. 
Nevertheless, the Ruth genealogy did persist, in one stream of tradition, on 
into Matthew. And here occurs a last and interesting point of commentary. 
Matthew included three women in his genealogical composition, Rahab the 
harlot, Bathsheba the not unwilling adulteress, and Ruth the Moabitess. Not 
particularly happy company for valorous Ruth, but of such as these three, 
the Bible consistently says, is built up the line of King David, and of one 
whom a later segment of the people of God would call the Son of David. 
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